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"LONG BEFORE THE WORD became fashionable 
among psychoanalysts and sociologists, Jews 

in the modern world were obsessed with the 
subject of ‘identity.’ They were confronted by 
the problem that Jewishness seemed to fit none 
of the usual categories. Until the establishment 
of the state of Israel, the Jews were not a nation, 
at least not in the political sense; being Jewish 
was different from being German, French, 
or American. And even after 1948 most Jews 
remained nationally something other than 
Jewish. But neither could Jews define them- 
selves by their religion alone. Few could ever 
seriously maintain that Judaism was, pure 
and simple, a religious faith on the model 
of Christianity. The easy answer was that 
Jewishness constituted some mixture of ethnicity 
and religion. But in what proportion? And was 
not the whole more than simply a compound 
of these two elements?" 


With these words, Michael A. Meyer introduces 
his exploration of the dynamics of Jewish 
identity in modern times. The outlook 5 
historical, but unlike previous historical treat- 
ments, this book attempts to span the entire 
field of Jewish modernity. Meyer explains the 
operation and effect of the forces that he believes 
have shaped modern Jewish identity more than 
any others: enlightenment, antisemitism, and 
the sense of Jewish peoplehood represented by 
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The Samuel & Althea Stroum Lectures 


IN JEWISH STUDIES 


S AMUEL STROUM, businessman, community leader, 
and philanthropist, by a major gift to the Jewish Fed- 
eration of Greater Seattle, established the Samuel and 
Althea Stroum Philanthropic Fund. 


In recognition of Mr. and Mrs. Stroum’s deep interest 
in Jewish history and culture, the Board of Directors of the 
Jewish Federation of Greater Seattle, in cooperation with 
the Jewish Studies Program of the Henry M. Jackson 
School of International Studies at the University of Wash- 
ington, established an annual lectureship at the University 
of Washington known as the Samuel and Althea Stroum 
Lectureship in Jewish Studies. This lectureship makes it 
possible to bring to the area outstanding scholars and in- 
terpreters of Jewish thought, thus promoting a deeper un- 
derstanding of Jewish history, religion, and culture. Such 
understanding can lead to an enhanced appreciation of the 
Jewish contributions to the historical and cultural tradi- 
tions that have shaped the American nation. 

The terms of the gift also provide for the publication 
from time to time of the lectures or other appropriate ma- 
terials resulting from or related to the lectures. 
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Jewish Identity in the Modern World 
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The Elusive Character 
of Jewish Identity 


| een BEFORE THE WORD became fashionable among 
psychoanalysts and sociologists, Jews in the modern 
world were obsessed with the subject of identity. They 
were confronted by the problem that Jewishness seemed 
to fit none of the usual categories. Until the establishment 
of the state of Israel, the Jews were not a nation, at least not 
in the political sense; being Jewish was different from be- 
ing German, French, or American. And even after 1948 
most Jews remained nationally something other than Jew- 
ish. But neither could Jews define themselves by their re- 
ligion alone. Few could ever seriously maintain that Juda- 
ism was, pure and simple, a religious faith on the model of 
Christianity. The easy answer was that Jewishness consti- 
tuted some mixture of ethnicity and religion. But in what 
proportion? And was not the whole more than simply a 
compound of these two elements? 

Martin Buber, surely one of the most profound of 
twentieth-century Jewish religious thinkers, argued that 
the Jews eluded all classification." They were an 
anxiety-provoking specter to gentiles, a conundrum to 
themselves. Their uniqueness precipitated antisemitism 
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on the part of those unable to tolerate what could not be 
cubbyholed and a frenetic desire to fit into an accepted 
category on the part of Jews who could not bear the 
insecurity of being set apart. For Buber, the Jews 
uniqueness was discernible only by the inner eye of faith 
and could be borne only as the yoke of the Kingdom of 
God. Jewish identity was no less elusive for Sigmund 
Freud, probably the most broadly influential Jew of the 
twentieth century. While from Freud’s secular perspec- 
tive, faith could play no role in determining his own 
Jewish self-understanding, he could no more than Buber 
simply equate Jewishness with ethnicity. It has been noted 
that the only instance in which Freud used the word 
identity in a more than incidental way occurs in an 
often-cited speech he wrote for delivery to his B’nai B'rith 
lodge in Vienna in 1926. There he admitted his irresistible 
attraction to Jews and Judaism on account of "many dark 
emotional forces, all the more potent for being so hard to 
grasp in words, as well as the clear consciousness of an 
inner identity, the intimacy (Heimlichkeit) that comes 
from the same psychic structure. ^ Like Buber, Freud 
found Jewish identity manifestly present in individual 
consciousness, but darkly beyond definition. 

In recent decades it has not been the Jews alone who 
have fretted over their identity.’ During the last genera- 
tion the term has acquired a central position 1n psycholog- 
ical and social theory due, perhaps, to greater awareness of 
the dislocations in the relationship between individual and 
society that characterize the process of economic modern- 
ization and of the problems of preserving cultural conti- 
nuity from one generation to another in the context of 
nontraditional societies. Much of this interest has, of 
course, been sparked by the work of Erik H. Erikson, 
who established identity as that category which links the 
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psychological growth of individual persons with the 
norms of the society that they enter during adolescence. 
His writings have made psychoanalysts consider the 
broader tapestry of history and impelled historians to deal 
with the psychodynamics of individual development. 

As Enkson’s work gained increasing attention, other 
writers sought to apply it in clinical work, in social sci- 
ence, and in historiography. Identity was defined and re- 
defined; its content and intensity were described in case 
histories and measured in the scales of public opinion sur- 
veys. Erikson himself had found the concept immensely 
fruitful but stubbornly elusive. He called identity a term 
for something as unfathomable as it is all-pervasive. "^ 

Like Jewish identity, identity as such 15 indeed a concept 
that allows of no easy categorization. Yet at least a pre- 
liminary understanding of the general concept must pre- 
cede the analysis of its Jewish form. By drawing on Erik- 
son, it is possible to delineate its contours. In these lectures 
I shall understand identity as referring to those totalities of 
characteristics which individuals believe to constitute their 
selves. Individual identity is built upon pre-adult identifi- 
cations with persons close to the child, with their values 
and behavior patterns. As the individual becomes an adult 
these identifications must be integrated not only with one 
another but with the norms of the society in which the 
individual will play a role. This latter process represents 
"identity formation," an often troubled stage which, as 
Erikson showed, may result in prolonged adolescent cri- 
sis. Such crisis 15 especially likely to occur when there 1s a 
profound discontinuity between the earlier identifications, 
made within the more intimate family setting, and con- 
flicang values that the individual encounters when moving 
beyond family into society. As we shall see, such discon- 
tinuities are crucial for understanding the identity conflict 
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created at points of encounter between Jewishness and 
modernity. In psychoanalytic terms, the superego of the 
Jewish child, imbued with one set of sanctions mediated 
by parents as part of a Jewishly traditional society, 1s cast 
adrift in a historical setting that does not reinforce and may 
undermine them. There is, Erikson notes, a failure of ex- 
pectations that can prove traumatic to identity formation. ° 
The result is a sense of orphanhood?® or, in social science 
terms, the creation of a psychologically uncomfortable 
cognitive dissonance between clashing sets of values.’ 
Harmonizing ideologies appear in the attempt to reestab- 
lish continuity and relieve distress. 

In premodern times the congruity between family and 
society prevented Jewish identity from becoming a prob- 
lem. Parents implanted in children the same values that 
they had absorbed in growing up, values sanctioned by a 
spiritually self-sufficient Jewish society. Continuity pre- 
vailed across the generations. This 15 not to say that the 
transition from childhood to adulthood among premod- 
ern Jews was entirely smooth 1n each instance. Surely the 
psychodynamics of maturation created family crises even 
then, but they were contained within the framework of 
limited options available upon reaching adulthood. These 
might indeed include alternative ways of being Jewish, 
pietist or rationalist for example. But they were all within 
well-understood boundaries. The parentally implanted su- 
perego regularly made “a maximum of collective sense in 
terms of the ideals of the day." 

It is modernization that breaks down the barriers to the 
world outside the Jewish community and creates the 
choices that threaten continuity. From the perspective of 
Jewish identity, modernization is best understood as the 
historical process whereby increased exposure to non- 
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Jewish ideas and symbols progressively erodes the given 
generational continuities, first in one location, then an- 
other, first among certain classes of Jews, then among 
others. Its product is Jewish modernity: the ongoing sit- 
uation where internal continuity stands in potential or ac- 
tual conflict with forces exterior to Jewish tradition. Put 
somewhat differently, a premodern, encompassing Jewish 
identity contracted to make room for other identity com- 
ponents, sometimes simply persisting alongside them, 
sometimes mingling with them freely. The relative influ- 
ence of the Jewish component became subject to fluctua- 
tion, Waxing or waning in relation to the new elements 
drawn from outside the Jewish sphere. 

Writings on Jewish identity fall into three basic cate- 
gories.” Social scientists have built complex models of 
Jewish identity structure and carried out extensive surveys 
in order to measure the intensity, shift, and direction of 
Jewish identification. Their analytic and quantitative stud- 
ies have focused on the contemporary, with little consid- 
eration of longer range historical development. They are 
helpful in revealing current trends, less useful in under- 
standing the contemporary situation in terms of its origins 
and the more general forces that 1mpinge upon Jewish 
individuals and communities. '^ Another kind of literature 
has conveyed personal engagement. Prominent Jews have 
written about their own Jewishness. Some individuals 
have argued for the intensification of Jewish identity; oth- 
ers proposed ways in which it might be made richer in 
content and more effectively conveyed through Jewish 
education." Such writings reflect the ongoing concern 
with Jewish survival and the recognition that Jewish iden- 
tity represents its indispensable requisite. The third type of 
literature is historical. Mostly it has focused on particular 


X 


individuals or crucial periods in modern Jewish history. 
Usually less quantitative in approach than the sociological 
studies, it has interpreted those trends thought most deci- 
sive for a changing Jewish self-definition. 

These lectures clearly fall into the third category. They 
are not principally concerned to establish a theory of Jew- 
ish identity; they are based on no original surveys. They 
also contain no reflections upon my own Jewish identity 
or suggestions for how Jewish identity might best be pre- 
served and enhanced. However, unlike previous historical 
treatments, they attempt to span the entire field of Jewish 
modernity. Of course, they cannot in such brief compass 
make even brief reference to all instances of the ongoing 
encounter of Jewish identity with its competitors in the 
modern world. Historical sources here serve more as 1l- 
lustration than as integral elements of a chronological nar- 
rative. And they are drawn largely from areas of my own 
research or special interest. Nonetheless, my intent is to 
explicate a dynamics of Jewish identity in modernity that, 
with variations, I hold to be universally applicable. 

These three lectures attempt to explain the operation 
and effect of the forces that I believe have shaped modern 
Jewish identity more than any others: enlightenment (the 
ongoing process), antisemitism, and the sense of Jewish 
peoplehood represented by Zion. Enlightenment benefi- 
cently drew Jews to identify with a larger world beyond 
the boundaries of Judaism. Antisemitism, in rejecting the 
Jews, acted ambiguously, both strengthening and weak- 
ening Jewish ties. Zion, although it has also had divisive 
effects, drew modern Jews together in support of a com- 
mon goal. In varying combinations, these three forces 
compelled Jews to rethink and reevaluate their Jewish self- 
definition and the role of Jewishness in their lives. While 
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each of them 1s linked to particular historical events, none 
has ceased to be influential. Thus all three lectures are his- 
torical in content and at the same time seek to understand 
the dynamics of external and internal forces that shape and 
reshape modern Jewish identity down to the present, and 
likely into the future as well. -7 


Enlightenment 


The Powerful Enticements 
of Reason and Universalism 


A A PROPER NOUN Enlightenment refers to a partic- 
ular intellectual movement in European history. Its 
Jewish equivalent became known as the Haskalah. Al- 
though Enlightenment thinkers were not always friendly 
to Jews, their movement influenced the Jewish turn to 
broader horizons. My purpose here, however, 1s neither to 
discuss the Enlightenment in relation to the Jews nor to 
present a historical sketch of the Haskalah as it spread from 
central Europe eastward to Russia. Instead, I shall princi- 
pally be concerned with enlightenment in a generic sense, 
as a force operating upon individual Jews and Jewish com- 
munities, engendering various responses and reflected in 
differing forms of Jewish identity. Thus it is the content 
and effect of enlightenment that matters here, not its rep- 
resentatives or organized forms. That content I take to be 
composed principally of two interrelated elements: reason 
and universalism. They are interrelated because reason 1m- 
plies a universal community of rational persons, and uni- 
versalism, 1n turn, requires a common, rational basis of 
discourse. Viewed thus broadly, the influence of enlight- 
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enment has been significant in Jewish history for more 
than two centuries. 

Enlightenment has been both an erosive force, under- 
mining Jewish identity in its premodern form, and a con- 
stituent element of its modern varieties. On the one hand, 
it has challenged the Jewish doctrine of supernatural rev- 
elation and the Jews’ religious or ethnic exclusivism. But 
on the other, it has become integral in the identities of 
nearly all modern Jews; few Jews today still seek to ex- 
clude it. 

In order better to understand the numerous ways in 
which enlightenment has affected modern Jewish identity, 
it will be useful to begin with a brief consideration of 
premodern Jewish identity. Here it seems necessary to 
note immediately that rationalism and universalism were, 
of course, not entirely foreign to Jewish consciousness 
even before modern times. There is a rich tradition of 
Jewish philosophy extending back to Philo of Alexandria 
and down through the Middle Ages. Jews never repudi- 
ated the universalism of the biblical prophets. But for var- 
ious reasons, not the least of them exclusion and persecu- 
tion, Jewish communities before the modern period had 
largely neglected this heritage, stressing instead their own 
divinely ordained separation and superiority. 

Drawing upon the work of Jacob Katz, we can easily 
note the elements of exclusiveness that went into the pre- 
modern Jewish identity as it was passed on through the 
generations. At its heart was the firm belief that the Jews 
were God's chosen people, that they stood in a special 
relationship to God, that the persecution they suffered in 
exile was due only to their own sinfulness, and that upon 
full repentance they would be restored to a glorious exis- 
tence in their own land. A messiah from their stock would 
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rule the nations of the earth. Jewish children were imbued 
with belief in a sharp dichotomy between Jews and gen- 
tiles. The former were deemed pure, children of the cov- 
enant, while the latter were called impure and uncircum- 
cised. One was not to regard them highly or imitate their 
actions.” When rage at their persecutors welled up within 
them and when censors did not prevent them from writ- 
ing freely, medieval Jews referred to Christians as idola- 
ters, to their churches as houses of abomination, and to 
their saviour as the hanged one.’ Seen in purely empirical 
terms, Judaism had been vanquished by its triumphant 
daughter religions: Christianity in the West and Islam in 
the East. But in the superempirical perspective of faith, the 
Jews remained dearest to God. 

Physical segregation, sometimes welcomed by the Jews 
themselves, and badges imposed by gentiles to mark them 
as Jews reinforced these feelings of exclusiveness. So did 
Jewish law, which prohibited Jews from drinking gentile 
wine and eating gentile food, allowed them to take interest 
from non-Jews but not from Jews, and valued strict ob- 
servance of the sabbath above saving the life of a gentile on 
that day. There was no neutral ideological ground upon 
which Jew and gentile could meet, no religion of human- 
ity that they shared. Individuals were wholly the one or 
the other. Conversion was the only pathway out of the 
ghetto. Within its walls, clear models of Jewish identity 
were instilled in the home, in the school, in the commu- 
nity. There were no significant discontinuities, no occa- 
sions for severe crises of identity. 

The medieval Jewish community left little room for 
individuality. It imposed its norms sternly upon each child 
growing up and upon each adult. Haym Soloveitchik has 
shown the extreme form this took among the Hasidim of 
medieval Germany.* Here conformity was demanded not 
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only in act but in sentiment, with dire divine punishment 
envisaged for those who failed to live up to the commu- 
nity ideal. The medieval Hasidim were not averse to burn- 
ing books that conveyed a conflicting message and to en- 
couraging all members of the community to enforce the 
collective will on each individual. Building fences inside 
fences, they regarded even non-Hasidic Judaism as threat- 
ening religious purity. The gentile world lay yet further 
away, beyond the outermost barrier.? 

In some places Jewish exclusivism receded during the 
late Middle Ages, but only slowly and incompletely. The 
more tolerant attitude of the late thirteenth-century Pro- 
vençal rabbi Menahem Ha-Meiri, who distinguished 
Muslims and Christians from idolaters, did not become 
dominant for Ashkenazi Jewry during his own time or for 
centuries thereafter. The new Hasidic movement, born in 
eighteenth-century eastern Europe and still very much 
alive today, perpetuated the sharp dichotomy between the 
Jewish and gentile worlds. One of its most central texts 
gives that dichotomy metaphysical status when, drawing 
upon the Jewish mystical tradition, it declares that since 
the souls of the nations of the world emanate from the 
realm of evil, they are inherently incapable of doing good 
for its own sake.° In the nineteenth century, the leading 
Hungarian rabbi Moses Sofer cautioned his descendants to 
stay far from would-be modernizers and to read none of 
their writings. Rather, they should confine their studies to 
the traditional texts and commentaries, while keeping 
their names unchanged, their dress traditional, and their 
language that of the Jews.’ Still today a tiny segment of the 
Jewish community rejects enlightenment as an anti-Jewish 
intrusion and in the extreme instance crosses the border 
from religious exclusivism into chauvinism or racism.” 
The vast majority of Jews, however, have incorporated 
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enlightenment into their identities, making room for it 
alongside their Jewish legacy or even harmonizing the 
two. How did this come about? 


t was in seventeenth-century Holland that the first 
| major conflict between community-enforced Jewish 
identity and modern individuality occurred. The Sephardi 
Jews of Amsterdam had adopted some of the rigid reli- 
gious authoritarianism of the Iberian Catholic environ- 
ment from which they had fled. Like the Inquisition, they 
possessed little tolerance for dissent. Yet their own identity 
was uncertain. Some had been Marranos, secretly identi- 
fying as Jews but possessing only imperfect knowledge of 
Judaism and unable to practice it fully. In Amsterdam they 
asserted their Jewishness without dread of persecution, but 
out of an apparent lingering insecurity, they feared heresy 
as a force that could undermine their newly won redefi- 
nition as normative Jews. 

Uriel Acosta had himself been a Marrano in Portugal 
before he arrived in Amsterdam in the second decade of 
the seventeenth century. But his return to Judaism was 
troubled from the start. A startlingly independent person- 
ality, whose Jewish identity was not transmitted naturally 
in childhood, he came to active Jewish identification out of 
a growing conviction that Judaism was the true faith. His 
continued adherence to it depended on whether that con- 
viction could be sustained. Mistakenly, he had come to 
believe that Judaism was simply the faith of the Hebrew 
Bible. Once he discovered that biblical laws and tenets had 
been considerably altered and expanded by the rabbis, he 
found himself at odds with Amsterdam Jewry. When he 
persistently rejected rabbinic Judaism in belief and prac- 
tice, they excommunicated him. Unable to find a way of 
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living both within the Jewish community and in harmony 
with his conscience, he finally committed suicide.? 

Acosta is of particular interest for the study of Jewish 
identity. Like the talented intellectuals Erikson has de- 
scribed, who undergo a prolonged identity crisis in the 
attempt to achieve a consistent worldview, Acosta was a 
man with little tolerance for contradiction. His inner need 
for consistency drove him first from the New Testament 
to the Old and finally to a rejection of all revelation in 
favor of natural law alone. His last choice was for the 
coherence provided by untrammeled reason as the sole 
guide for life. Baruch Spinoza, who lived just after Acosta 
in Amsterdam, followed a similar path. For him, as well, 
Jewish identity gave way before a larger attachment to the 
community of all rational persons, even though that com- 
munity had as yet no basis in social reality. Spinoza, too, 
was placed under the ban. 

Neither Acosta nor Spinoza left Judaism for another 
faith community. To their contemporaries they were her- 
etics, men whose convictions pushed them out of a Juda- 
ism that could not tolerate their deviation. Yet paradoxi- 
cally, Acosta—and especially Spinoza—became models of 
Jewish identity for later Jewish intellectuals. ^ It was pre- 
cisely their nonconformity that appealed to those Jews of 
subsequent generations who began to define their own 
Jewishness in terms of marginality and the insights that it 
offered. Late in life Freud referred to himself as "an old 
Jew, but an infidel one”; the philosopher Walter Kaut- 
mann called his religion “‘the faith of a heretic”; and the 
Marxist Jewish intellectual Isaac Deutscher chose to iden- 
tify with a whole chain of Jewish heretical tradition that 
ran from Elisha ben Abuyah in ancient times through 
Spinoza, Heine, and Marx, to Rosa Luxemburg, Trotsky, 
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and Freud.*' But Acosta and Spinoza in their day re- 
mained socially isolated. They stood alone outside the 
Jewish consensus. Not until a century later did a move- 
ment that enjoyed growing support begin within Jewish 
communities to broaden identifications, extending them 
beyond the boundaries of Judaism. 


t was the European Enlightenment of the eighteenth 
| century that initiated the process undermining Jewish 
exclusivism.'~ Despite the ambivalence of Enlightenment 
thinkers toward Jews and their all but unanimous con- 
demnation of Judaism, the universal, rational categories in 
which they thought drove them to include Jews within the 
fellowship of humanity. Natural religion, the religion of 
reason, was a faith underlying both Judaism and Christian- 
ity. As the environment became less hostile, and as Jews 
and Christians came into closer social contact, those Jews 
most exposed to gentiles and their ways began to identify 
themselves not only as Jews but also as German or French, 
as Europeans, or simply as enlightened human beings. 
Jewish identity contracted to make room for new elements 
absorbed from the outside world. The result was widen- 
ing intergenerational and intracommunity conflict. No 
longer was there a clear consensus. No longer was the 
transition from generation to generation an easy one. And 
no longer was it a matter of an occasional “heretic.” 
Rather, for increasing numbers of Jews then coming of 
age, Jewish identity ceased to be a natural, unselfconscious 
framework for their lives. As enlightenment penetrated 
one class of Jews after another and one community after 
another, Jewish identity became problematic. Which ele- 
ments of the self now remained Jewish? Was one princi- 
pally a Jew and secondarily a European, or vice versa? 
Identity crisis became a recurrent feature in the genera- 
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tional transmission of Jewishness. Wherever enlighten- 
ment penetrated, it brought self-consciousness and, espe- 
cially for intellectuals, the need to achieve self-definition. 

The new identifications called into question some of the 
old ones. For Moses Mendelssohn, who managed to live 
both as a traditional Jew and as a man of the European 
Enlightenment, the latter component of his identity some- 
times jostled the former. As a rationalist he could not be- 
lieve that demons attacked Jewish corpses before burial; as 
a European he could find no value in traditional Jewish 
dress; and as a Germanophile he found the Yiddish lan- 
guage to be a corrupting influence. But mostly he solved 
the problem of potential conflict by separating and nar- 
rowing his Jewish identity while leaving it basically intact. 
His Jewishness became a matter of private conscience. 
Unlike the Sephardi authorities of Amsterdam, he would 
not impose his own convictions on anyone else. Neither 
church nor state, he believed, should act coercively in mat- 
ters of religion. Personally, he could live at peace in two 
spheres, for Judaism and reason, Judaism and European 
culture, did not conflict. His religion, as he interpreted it, 
possessed no superrational dogmas, and it was fully tol- 
erant of divergent faith communities. What set the Jews 
apart—and constituted their special identity—was for 
Mendelssohn preeminently the law that God had revealed 
to them at Sinai. It governed their actions but not their 
thoughts. 

Yet although, unlike the law, rational religion was not 
for Jews alone, it was in Mendelssohn's view a particular 
legacy of Judaism to have propagated it, and its continued 
advocacy constituted a Jewish vocation. Jews were chosen 
by Providence “to call wholesome and unadulterated ideas 
of God and His attributes continuously to the attention of 
the rest of mankind.”’’*? Mendelssohn thus set forth the 
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idea of the “mission of Israel," which became one of the 
principal components of modern Jewish identity in its es- 
sentially religious variety. Judaism was the enlightened re- 
ligion par excellence. To be a Jew was therefore not to 
preserve the fragments of an outworn identity hopelessly 
at odds with enlightenment. Just the opposite was true: 
rational religion was the legacy of Judaism, not yet fully 
absorbed by non-Jews. Jewish identity became focused 
outward. One was a Jew because one had a mission to the 
non-Jew, a mission that not only was in harmony with 
modernity but could help to shape it. 

Mendelssohn, and those who followed him, defined 
Jewish identity primarily in religious terms. To be a Jew 
now came to mean belonging to a religious denomination, 
more or less like the Christian ones. Jewish identity was 
expressed by avowing beliefs and practicing rituals. The 
unit of Jewish continuity was the community of faith. For 
the modern Orthodox the Jewish religion was eternal and 
hence could easily serve as the vehicle of Jewish identity 
from generation to generation. But religious reformers 
faced a more difficult situation when they thinned the eth- 
nic strand of continuity, for the Jewish religion, as they 
conceived it, had changed in the past and would continue 
to change. Aside from its universalist credo of ethical 
monotheism, Liberal Judaism offered no permanent moor- 
ing to which Jewish identity could be made fast. Its pro- 
ponents were forced to understand Jewishness in its par- 
ticularity as ever developing along with the evolution of 
the Jewish religion. 

Mendelssohn served most fully as an identity model for 
modern Jewish Orthodoxy. Like Mendelssohn, Samson 
Raphael Hirsch, the progenitor of Neo-Orthodoxy in 
nineteenth-century Germany, was a man of European cul- 
ture and broader identifications. For generations of mod- 
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ern Orthodox Jews in Germany and elsewhere, Hirsch's 
writings successfully neutralized the dangers inherent in 
enlightenment by arguing that Jewish religion and con- 
temporary culture could exist compartmentally side by 
side. It was simply necessary to insist on the primacy of 
revelation at every point of theological conflict. Like 
Mendelssohn, Hirsch remained observant of the law and 
preached to the Jews their mission of bringing religious 
truth to the gentiles. But other modern religious Jews de- 
viated from Orthodoxy and thereby withdrew from Men- 
delssohn's shadow. For them critical historical thought 
eroded faith that both the Written and Oral Law had been 
presented to Moses at Sinai. Conservative spirits, like Za- 
charias Frankel, were able to harmonize historical criticism 
with revelation by historicizing the rabbinic literature 
while leaving the Written Torah untouched as the directly 
revealed word of God. As far as we know, cognitive dis- 
sonance never disturbed Frankel’s apparently tranquil 
soul. He was able to see himself and his generation as a link 
in the chain of halakhic development. Abraham Geiger, 
the religious reformer, presents a sharply contrasting pic- 
ture of severe identity crisis. Emerging from an Orthodox 
home into a German university setting that challenged the 
traditions which had nurtured him, Geiger long and pain- 
fully struggled to achieve a Jewish identity into which he 
could incorporate commitment to the methods and find- 
ings of historical science. Scholarship demanded critical 
distance, looking at Judaism from the outside. But being a 
Jew and, in his case, a rabbi required inner identification 
with the totality of the Jewish experience. Eventually, Gei- 
ger was able to integrate both roles into his life and help to 
create a form of Judaism in which faith did not set bounds 
to‘acience: * 

For other Jews, especially after Geiger's time, the reli- 
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gious component of Jewish identity gave way entirely be- 
fore the scientific ideals of scholarship. Learning, which 
had been a Jewish value when applied in a traditional man- 
ner to religious texts, became an independent characteristic 
of Jewish identity. Studying remained a form of Jewish 
expression, even when the method of study was critical 
and the purpose to test one’s acumen or to write a work of 
scholarship rather than to discern God's will.'? And fi- 
nally, learning became Jewish regardless even of its con- 
tent. For many Jews the serious study of any worthy sub- 
ject became a way of being Jewish. 

But intellectual challenges were not the only ones that 
assailed Jewish identity. An increasing number of the 
young felt estranged from their fellow Jews no less than 
they felt alienated from Jewish tradition. Enlightenment 
not only made their ancestors’ beliefs and practices unac- 
ceptable to them, it distanced them from parents and rel- 
atives and reduced their sense of oneness with the Jewish 
people as a whole, most of whom remained as yet unen- 
lightened. In the writings of enlightened German Jews 
around the turn of the nineteenth century there are at least 
three instances in which the author undertakes an elaborate 
classification of the Jews of his time according to degrees 
of enlightenment.'® Each author identifies himself with 
the small group that he regards as the truly enlightened. 
The remaining Jews, clinging to superstitions or—in ex- 
treme reaction—forsaking Judaism for libertinism, are not 
objects of identification. The range of Jewish social iden- 
tity narrows as growing differences among Jews make full 
identification possible only with a smaller group within 
the Jewish community. For the enlightened Jews it is their 
fellow enlightened; for the traditionalists it is those who 
have stood steadfast with them in opposing the intrusion 
of alien values. 
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This fragmentation required the use of new designa- 
tions. Enlightened Jews who had emancipated themselves 
from rabbinic law and customs, reducing the textual basis 
for their identity to the Bible, chose such designations as 
Mosaist. A broad spectrum of Jews, including the modern 
Orthodox, found that they did not want to call themselves 
Jews, because that term not only was used contemptu- 
ously by gentiles but was associated with their exclusivism 
in the premodern world. They chose Israelite or Hebrew 
instead, terms that were used in the title of both Reform 
and Orthodox Jewish newspapers in various countries. To 
separate themselves from Reformers, traditional Jews also 
required a more specific and positive term than Ortho- 
doxy. They chose Torah-true, by which they meant loy- 
alty to the full twofold revelation of Written and Oral 
Law. 

Aside from the home, it was the school in which the 
child made the identifications that were shaped into per- 
sonal identity. Not surprisingly, education was from the 
beginning a principal concern of the maskilim, the Jewish 
enlighteners. In altering the curriculum of the Jewish 
school to embrace secular as well as Jewish studies, they 
inculcated values that lay outside Judaism. In giving the 
students teachers who stood with one foot in the Jewish 
community and the other in the non-Jewish world, the 
educators displayed personal models very different from 
those presented by the conventional teacher of small chil- 
dren, the melamed. The combination of traditional home 
and modern schooling generated identity conflicts that 
could not easily be resolved. Only after Jewish homes too 
began to integrate non-Jewish culture did this gap between 
parents and children, characterizing the first generation of 
enlightenment (whenever and wherever enlightenment 
first made inroads), cease to be so severe. 
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Perhaps the most insidious value that European culture 
set against Jewish tradition was not scientific truth. but 
beauty. Mendelssohn himself had developed an interest ın 
aesthetics. His successors carried it further, studying the 
Bible, for example, as a work of extraordinary literary 
merit rather than simply as a religious text. But although 
an appreciation for beauty, especially in relation to a reli- 
gious purpose, was not entirely absent from any period of 
Jewish history, its veneration was Greek, not Hebrew. As 
enlightenment brought Jews to aesthetic awareness, they 
often saw themselves compelled to choose between Hel- 
lenism and the strict moralism of Jewish tradition. The 
poet Heinrich Heine felt this conflict intensely, and for 
most of his life chose to emulate the handsome young men 
of Greece rather than the stern patriarchs of ancient Israel. 
Later generations of Jews in eastern Europe were similarly 
attracted by the alien ideal of beauty. The Hebrew poet 
Hayyim Nahman Bialik described the fatal allure of nat- 
ural beauty to the yeshiva student; the poet Saul Tcherni- 
chovsky imagined himself venerating the statue of Apollo, 
the Greek god of handsome masculinity. Even if Jewish 
secular poets and artists could, like Jewish rationalists, find 
some precedent for their artistic enterprise in the Jewish 
past, it was far more difficult for them to overcome the 
conflict with a tradition deeply suspect of art for its own 
sake and to absorb aesthetic values into Jewish identity. 

Not always did modern Jews reach out willingly to 
acquire enlightenment. Sometimes it was forced on them. 
Especially in the German states, governments often made 
political emancipation conditional upon the Jews’ giving 
up various forms of self-exclusion. They would grant 
equality only once Jews spoke the language of the land, 
possessed some secular education, and identified them- 
selves fully with their environment. Some Jews, who 
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were themselves enlightened, thereupon urged enlighten- 
ment on their coreligionists, arguing the value of the po- 
litical reward. But traditionalists, wary of the assimilation 
that would follow upon both enlightenment and political 
integration, could find no merit in the argument. Patrio- 
tism, they recognized, represented a diminution of Jewish 
identity and especially of its powerful messianic compo- 
nent. Indeed, for many Jews in the West, the state and 
nation soon became the dominant objects of identification. 
In Germany, the relation between German and Jewish 
identity elements was tellingly expressed in the title Ger- 
man Jews gave their large defense organization, founded 
in 1893. They called it the Central Association of German 
Citizens of the Jewish Faith. 


ven in [Tsarist Russia, where onerous restrictions on 
E the Jews were altered from time to time but never 
removed entirely, some maskilim favored identification 
with the Russian people and its rulers. Grasping at straws, 
they urged fellow Jews to believe in the good intentions of 
the regime and in the willingness of the gentile Russian to 
call the Jew his brother. But the reality of rejection, which 
ever and again punctured such illusions, prevented east 
European Jews from ever being able to consider them- 
selves fully Russians, Poles, or Ukrainians. 

Thus the Russian Haskalah was more focused inward 
than its German predecessor. Rather than defining Jew- 
ishness narrowly in religious terms to make room for 
other identifications, it sought to bring the outside world 
inside an expanded Jewish sphere. But that enlarged Jew- 
ish sphere would look very different. In one of the Russian 
Haskalah’s earliest programmatic statements, Te'udah be- 
Yisrael (A mission in Israel), ' ’ Isaac Baer Levinsohn urged 
a transformation whereby Jewish schools would teach the 
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sciences and the languages of the lands in which Jews lived 
along with Hebrew presented according to its grammati- 
cal rules. Only the few who required professional ex- 
pertise as rabbis would study Talmud. The new Jew, ed- 
ucated in this manner, Levinsohn showed, would not 
represent a sharp break with the past but only embody 
traditions that were well precedented, especially among 
the Sephardim. The medieval philosophers Saadia and 
Maimonides, for example, were models of the rationalism 
that Levinsohn was propagating. Thus enlightenment was 
not a departure from Judaism but merely the substitution 
for presently dominant values of others drawn from its 
past. In retaining attachment to Hebrew, moreover, the 
more moderate of the east European maskilim sought to 
preserve an ethnic bond that rapidly disintegrated in the 
West. Levinsohn and later writers were fully cognizant of 
its role in uniting Jews everywhere. Unlike the Jewish 
religious reformers in Germany, they left worship services 
in Hebrew. They also differed in not copying Christian 
practices—at least in part because the Russian Orthodox 
church, unlike the Protestants in Germany, did not present 
an attractive model of religious modernization. It was only 
the excessive rigor with which Jewish law was applied and 
the narrowness of a religious leadership that denounced all 
secular learning that the Russian maskilim excoriated with 
bitter sarcasm. Their ideal was dat im da’at, religion to- 
gether with (secular) knowledge, both of them within the 
Jewish orbit. 

Yet in eastern Europe, as well, enlightenment wrought 
havoc, for secular knowledge not only expanded intellec- 
tual horizons, 1t presented new perspectives from which 
the beliefs that one held and the customs that one practiced 
as a Jew looked irrational or ugly. The result was a step- 
by-step process in which the sancta of Judaism were desac- 
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ralızed and ultımately rejected. The role model for the 
Jewish boy had been the talmid hakham, the scholar of 
sacred texts; for the girl the eshet hayil, the faithful wife 
and mother. Enlightenment introduced new models: for 
men, especially the physician, later also the industrialist; 
for some Jewish women, the pharmacist. Talmud study 
was not merely displaced in the curriculum, it became an 
object of derision along with the manner in which it was 
taught. The rationalistic scalpel at first cut away only su- 
perstitions: belief in demons and the use of amulets. But 
once the incision was made, there was no holding back the 
knife. Rabbinic legends, then rabbinic laws, and finally 
biblical laws were stripped away one by one. As tradi- 
tional belief waned, the practices that it sanctioned fell into 
neglect. Once the Haskalah became more radical, its ad- 
herents gave up not only the garments that marked them 
as Jews but also the phylacteries (tefillin), strict observance 
of the sabbath, and finally the dietary laws (kashrut). The 
spread of religious negligence seems to have progressed 
more rapidly among men than women, the latter preserv- 
ing traditions within the more pervasively Jewish atmo- 
sphere of the home, in which they spent a larger portion of 
their daily lives. As men visited the synagogue ever more 
rarely, it ceased to serve them as a source for news of the 
larger world outside the Jewish community. In place of 
the conversation on secular topics (shmues) conducted 
there on weekdays and filtered through Jewish concerns, 
non-Jewish newspapers became the purveyors of informa- 
tion, bringing their own perspective to contemporary 
events. 

Perhaps the greatest weakness of the Russian Haskalah 
was its inherent instability. For many maskilim it was not 
a destination but only a station on a continuing odyssey. It 
undermined the old way of life without providing a sat- 
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isfactory new one. Y. L. Gordon, one of the most prom- 
inent of Russian maskilim, came to the sad recognition 
that the Haskalah was the ideology of a single gen- 
eration. The children of the maskilim went on to leave 
the Jewish heritage behind altogether. No longer believ- 
ers, substituting the Russian language for Hebrew, their 
Jewish identity became vestigial. In her memoirs Pauline 
Wengeroff well expressed the transitional character of the 
middle generation by citing premonitions that her mother 
used to express: “Two things I can say for sure: I and my 
generation will certainly live and die as Jews; our grand- 
children will surely not live and die as Jews. Only what 
our children will become—that I cannot guess.” 

What happened to that third generation that went be- 
yond the Haskalah's objective of enlightenment within the 
Jewish sphere? Those Russian and Polish Jews most con- 
cerned for their careers often converted to Christianity as 
their similarly motivated coreligionists had begun to do 
earlier in the West. Some were drawn to alien ideologies. 
They became positivists, substituting a universal, antimeta- 
physical, and practically onented philosophy for both re- 
ligion and literary culture. Or they turned to socialism, in 
which they found a cause demanding the same commit- 
ment that traditional Judaism had imposed upon the pre- 
modern generations. Only continued persecution of Jews 
could occasionally revive vestigial sympathies in Jewish 
radicals like the Menshevik leaders Pavel Axelrod and 
Julius Martov.^* 

Ihe most extreme among Jewish socialists regarded so- 
cialism as an identity that could not be harmonized with 
Judaism. Either one identified. with the Jewish people and 
its religion or with the international proletariat and its re- 
jection of all religion as simply a veil masking the privi- 
leged status of the wealthy. Jewish socialists of this kind 
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rejected their Jewish origins or regarded them as insignif- 
icant. Some were even willing to accept the negative ste- 
reotypes of Jews promulgated by their fellow socialists. 
Rosa Luxemburg neither identified as a Jew nor displayed 
any particular concern for the persecutions suffered by 
fellow Jews. She was a consistent and uncompromising 
internationalist. Leon Trotsky too denied any Jewish loy- 
alty, though he at least recognized that Jews were espe- 
cially vulnerable to their enemies. Perhaps the most ex- 
treme in rejecting Jewish identity were the Jewish na- 
rodniki, Jews who romantically associated themselves with 
the cause of the Russian country masses. Unlike the Jewish 
Marxists, they did not flee their particular Jewish identity 
for a universal one that embraced and superseded all oth- 
ers. They played at being what they patently were not: 
intimates of the simple, Russian Orthodox peasants. 
Sometimes they were shocked to discover that although 
they had forsworn their Jewish identity, the peasants they 
sought to serve nonetheless regarded them—negatively— 
as Jews. Later, during the early years of the Soviet Union, 
the Jewish Sections of the Communist Party had little suc- 
cess in transforming Jewish identity into a religionless, 
Yiddishist form of proletarian culture. The Bolshevik 
leadership remained fundamentally unsympathetic to any 
form of Jewish separatism, and few Russian Jews could 
wax enthusiastic over a Jewishness whose content was 
mostly at odds with traditional Jewish values.” 

In the United States, too, the universalism and rational- 
ism of enlightenment drew Jews to the periphery of Jew- 
ish identity and some of them beyond it. During the latter 
part of the nineteenth century the American Reform 
movement entered its "classical" phase. Ritual observance 
in Reform synagogues and homes diminished in accor- 
dance with the conviction that advanced religion was 
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based on ethics, not symbolic acts. Particularizing rituals, 
which tended to reinforce Jewish identity, such as blowing 
the ram's horn at the New Year, building booths on the 
Feast of Tabernacles, and observing dietary laws, were all 
but abandoned. To be a Jew in the sense of classical Re- 
form Judaism meant to be an adherent of ethical mono- 
theism, a faith that derived from the Hebrew prophets but 
was not meant for Jews alone. Jewish identity was being 
part of a community that cherished commitment to the 
universalistic 1deal of a single God worshipped by a united 
humanity. One remained a Jew to propagate that ideal. 
But was a particular identity indeed necessary to ad- 
vance the universal goal? Fehx Adler, the son of a Reform 
rabbi, thought not. In 1876 he founded the New York 
Society for Ethical Culture, which soon attracted hun- 
dreds of peripheral Jews to its ranks. Adler simply fol- 
lowed the impetus of enlightenment to what he saw as its 
logical conclusion. His commitment to reason drew him 
to a Kantianism that left no room for a personal God but 
only for an impersonal moral Power. His universalism led 
him to criticize Reform Judaism's adherence to the mission 
of Israel as a form of chauvinism no better than the ancient 
chosen people concept. To be sure, Adler did not viru- 
lently reject his Jewish identity; he was proud of his an- 
cestry. But its personal meaning was limited to origins. 
Like the Jewish socialists in Europe, he identified with 
humanity in general, not the Jews in particular. In the 
present, Judaism was a vestige, not an active force; it was 
destined to lose its distinctiveness within the sea of hu- 
manity. The future, he believed, lay in an eclectic religion 
beyond all religious particularisms, those of Christianity 
and other faiths no less than those of Judaism. And there 
was no compelling reason to postpone that future. Mixed 
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marriages, like those of his own children, were a step in 
the right direction. ~~ 
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ish identity, across the territory where one was a Jew and 


nlightenment thus manifested itself as a force that 
could draw Jews further and further away from Jew- 


at the same time something else as well (European, Ger- 
man, Kantian, socialist), to the border where Jewish iden- 
tity became vestigial or disappeared entirely. Yet in the 
border regions countervailing forces arose that sometimes 
reversed the trajectory. In the succeeding lectures we shall 
analyze the two most important such forces: antisemitism 
and Jewish nationalism. But often the Jewish religion also 
played a large role in such processes of reorientation. Dur- 
ing the last two generations the American Reform move- 
ment has sought to recapture religious traditions that it 
had earlier rejected as primitive or inappropriate to the 
West. At least in part this counterthrust in Reform Judaism 
has been propelled by an awareness that when enlighten- 
ment is fully internalized, it leaves so little room for the 
specifically Jewish that the residue is insufficient for gen- 
erational transmission. Similarly, some individual Jews 
who seemed furthest removed from Jewishness have at- 
tached themselves to religious Orthodoxy, occasionally 
turning their backs on enlightenment with a vengeance. 
These ba’ale teshuvah (repentants) have become an ever 
more common phenomenon both in Israel and in the 
United States.” Not always, however, is return from the 
border regions easy or complete. The histories of two 
prominent individuals will illustrate its complexity. 

The middle-class parents to whom Vladimir Medem 
was born in 1879 in Minsk regarded their Jewish origins as 
a misfortune. They tried as best they could to hide this 
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inherited stigma, of which they were greatly ashamed. At 
birth Vladimir was baptized into the Russian Orthodox 
church. His parents converted from Judaism later—but to 
Lutheranism. Yet family acquaintances continued to be 
Jews or ex-Jews, as was often the case among converts 
from Judaism. Vladimir’s closest friends in school were 
invariably the Jewish students, who found one another 
more out of a felt affinity than on account of antisemitism, 
of which they apparently experienced very little in school. 
When he became a student at the university in Kiev, Me- 
dem began to envy the sense of group identity enjoyed by 
the Jewish students there. They had a “home”; he did not. 
He soon felt what he later called a “homesickness” or a 
"nostalgia" for Jewishness. He began an odyssey from the 
border back to the center. It was accomplished by no sud- 
den leap but gradually, by degrees, almost unconsciously. 
"[ can only identify the two terminal points," he wrote, 
"my childhood years when I considered myself a Russian; 
and the later period, the time of adulthood, when I con- 
sidered myselt a Jew. Both points encompassed a whole 
series of years during which I changed slowly, imper- 
ceptibly. 74 Medem declared his nationality as Jewish and 
began to learn Yiddish. He became one of the principal 
intellectual leaders of the Bund, the socialist association of 
Jewish workers. Unlike Luxemburg and Trotsky, Medem 
had intense and special feelings for his fellow Jews that 
prompted him to identify deeply with the lot of the Jewish 
workers and to fight for their cause. Yet Medem—and the 
Bund in general—remained more universal than particular 
in orientation. And his Jewish sentiments were always in 
tension with his devotion to the larger aims and strategies 
of the socialist revolution. 

Unlike Medem's, Franz Kafka’s family was not seeking 
to escape the onus of Judaism through conversion. They 
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were comfortably established in Prague and, like many 
German-speaking Jews there, marked their Jewishness by 
occasional, halfhearted appearances in the synagogue. This 
attenuated Jewish identity did not transfer from father to 
son. The young Kafka, deeply resentful of his father in 
many respects, castigated him also for passing on a reli- 
gious heritage so insincerely held that “I could not under- 
stand how one could do anything better with the stuff of 
such a faith than to get rid of it as quickly as possible. In 
fact getting rid of it seemed to me the most respectful 
thing one could do. ^? Kafka's odyssey, which eventually 
brought him to a much more intense Jewish identity than 
that of his parents, thus began with rejection. To become 
an identifying Jew, Kafka was forced to regain territory on 
his own. His positive relation to Judaism came after ado- 
lescence and from outside his home. In a way, gaining a 
meaningful Jewish identity was a rebellion against his 
upbringing. *° 

Kafka found his way to Jewish affirmation by identify- 
ing with those Jews least admired by his family and their 
friends: the Ostjuden, the Jews from eastern Europe. He 
became closely acquainted with a group of Yiddish actors 
at the Cafe Savoy and once gave a speech introducing a 
program of readings from Yiddish literature. He visited 
the home of a Hasidic rabbi. Among these east Europeans 
he found a spontaneity and genuineness lacking among 
German Jews. He also joined a circle of Zionist intellec- 
tuals whose influence was responsible for his becoming a 
Zionist and studying Hebrew. Yet like Medem, Katka 
remained to some extent an outsider among his fellow 
Jews. On one occasion he wondered to his diary whether 
he really had anything in common with them. Interpreters 
of Kafka’s novels have argued that his lonely protagonists 
reflect the situation of the rootless Jew in the modern 


31 


A 


world. But Kafka does not specifically 1dentify them as 
Jews. For what 15 significant about his characters 1s that 
they bear the universal burden of modernity. That burden 
of existential loneliness separates the individual from all 
collective identities. Even as he became a Jew, Kafka re- 
mained apart. 

The examples of Medem and Kafka, which could easily 
be multiplied, illustrate how individual motivation could 
lead to the repossession of Jewish identity, albeit in a new 
and individualized form, when its transmission through 
the generations had ceased or been impaired. But they 
illustrate also the continuing impact of enlightenment 
upon all those who do not withdraw from it to an intel- 
lectual ghetto or to an ideological extreme. Its effect may 
be to enhance the sense of human solidarity, as in the case 
of Medem, or of the common lot of individual separation, 
as was true for Kafka. But it 15 an ongoing force that 
persistently draws Jews to look beyond their Jewishness 
even as they seek to absorb it alongside of or within their 
particular identity as Jews. 
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The Ambiguous Effects 


of Exclusion and Persecution 


A ENLIGHTENMENT 15 that force which draws Jews 
out of their particularism to identifications beyond 
the boundaries of Judaism, so it is antisemitism which 
often acts to keep them within the circle or pushes them 
back into it. As we shall see, antisemitism’s influence on 
individual Jews and on Jewish communities in the modern 
world is ambiguous, not clearly predictable ın each in- 
stance. By devaluing Jews in the eyes of non-Jews—and 
hence some Jews also in their own eyes—antisemitism 
may produce mild or severe negations of self. Or it may 
have entirely the opposite effect, resulting in renewed af- 
firmation of Jewish identity. Thus antisemitism some- 
times serves to abet the influence of enlightenment by add- 
ing negative reasons for abandoning Jewishness to positive 
ones. But it can also act as a counterforce, undermining the 
rationalism and universalism upon which enlightenment 1s 
built and inducing a newfound identification with fellow 
victims of discrimination or persecution. As we shall see, 
antisemitism in given historical situations may work in 
both ways at once, weakening Jewish identity for some, 
strengthening it for others. 
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This ambiguity is almost wholly a product of Jewish 
modernity. Among premodern Jews antisemitism rarely 
attenuated Jewish identity; it served rather to reinforce it. 
Antisemitism was believed to be part of the divine plan 
which God had determined for Israel. Exiled from the 
Holy Land on account of their sins, Jews expected to sufter 
at the hands of the gentiles until such time as the messiah 
would put an end to their travails. The nations of the earth 
who tormented them were all actors on the stage of that 
drama, God's agents in dealing with His chosen people.” 
What gentiles thought of the Jews did not really matter; 
their views were unable to puncture the firm belief that the 
Jews continued to be the chosen people, theologically at 
the very center of world history even as it swirled around 
them, making them the objects rather than the subjects of 
historical events. The gentiles’ perspective on the Jews 
was, of course, very different. They understood the Jews’ 
suffering as just punishment for their rejection of Christ 
and expected that it would end only with the Jews’ con- 
version. But a Jew could not share that view, fundamen- 
tally opposed to his own, without ceasing entirely to be a 
Jew. Thus the more Jews were persecuted, the more they 
clung to their own faith. If necessary, they would die as 
martyrs in sanctification of God's name. 

To be sure, there were exceptional instances. In medi- 
eval Spain barriers between Jews and Muslims, later be- 
tween Jews and Christians, were not as high as elsewhere 
in Europe. Greek philosophy, mediated through Islam, 
had influenced a segment of Iberian Jewry to think in uni- 
versal and rational terms to the point where the particular 
rituals and even beliefs of Judaism seemed of little con- 
sequence.’ When the situation of Spanish Jewry deterio- 
rated in the late fourteenth century and Jews in various 
communities were offered the Cross or the sword in 1391, 
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many Spanish Jews chose Christianity. Others converted, 
without extreme coercion, during the following century. 
They could, after all, be Aristotelians in Christian garb as 
well as in Jewish. Some remained secretly Jewish, but even 
these were ready to pretend they were Christians in order 
to save their lives. Spanish Jewry thus foreshadows the 
modern period, a time when identification with non- 
Jewish values leaves Jewishness—and not just Jews—vul- 
nerable to antisemitism. 

It was the European Enlightenment, however, that, as 
we have seen, inaugurated the identity crisis for modern 
Jews, as it drew them to new perspectives from which 
they began to question the content of their Jewishness. Its 
promise of equality for all humankind extracted the vigor 
from their belief in their own theological centrality. They 
could no longer see the nations of the earth as simply tools 
in the hand of God to chastise His people. But if the gen- 
tiles were not mere instruments, then their views mat- 
tered. As long as those views bespoke acceptance of the 
Jews and their integration into society, they did not pro- 
duce severe identity problems. Judaism might have to 
stress 1ts universal foundations more to fit in, as Men- 
delssohn sought to do, and there might be some disagree- 
ment about the shape that Judaism would assume in the 
modern world, but one could grow up as a Jew without a 
sense of shame about one’s origins and affiliation. 

From the start, however, acceptance was mingled with 
rejection, the enticements of enlightenment balanced by 
the rebuffs of antisemitism. More cruelly, periods of rel- 
ative tolerance fostered hopes of true equality, weakening 
particular Jewish identification. But then came renewed 
rejection just when the armor of self-assurance had been 
put aside. Charges to which Jews had earlier been invul- 
nerable—Jewish exclusiveness or deviant ethnic character- 
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istics—now cut them to the quick. Once they had begun 
to share the thinking of non-Jews in matters of science, 
philosophy, and art, it was not easy for them to declare: 
"Yet in your prejudice against the Jews you are completely 
wrong." To varying degrees and in increasing numbers, 
modern Jews began to agree with the antisemites’ image 
of their own group, with mild or severe consequences for 
their Jewish identity. 

The milder consequences have been so widespread 
among modern Jews that it is possible to speak of them in 
general terms without reference to specific individuals or 
events. Most common has been the division into “good 
Jews" and "bad Jews." The former are the ones with 
whom one can identify. They tend to be those least subject 
to criticism by gentiles. They are clean, soft-spoken, as- 
similated, hardworking, and scrupulously moral. They 
contribute to society but do not push themselves forward 
too much. Reading of their accomplishments in the news- 
papers instills inordinate pride and pleasure. The bad Jews 
represent the mirror image and nemesis of the good ones. 
One 1s embarrassed by them for one realizes that their 
behavior 1s condemned or ridiculed by the majority cul- 
ture while, unfortunately, they bear one's own name of 
Jew. Consequently, there 1s a need to dissociate oneself 
from them, for they encourage the antisemitism that 1s 
bound to strike down the good Jews along with the bad. 
Hypersensitivity to the actions of the bad Jew 15 the coun- 
terpart of exaggerated satisfaction in the accomplishments 
of the good.“ 

Antisemitism draws scrutiny also to the self. The Jew 
who feels rebuffed by gentiles inevitably asks himself: 
"Was it I who erred by some inappropriate word or act, or 
was it my Jewishness that gave offense irrespective of 
what I said or did?" The effect of this uncertainty is a 
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recurrent anxiety that taxes emotional equilibrium.? It 
arouses fears that a false move will provoke the prejudiced 
judgment: “That indeed is what one would expect from a 
Jew.” The result is strenuous effort to disguise one’s Jew- 
ish identity, to prevent it from being a calling card.° Only 
after one’s virtue has been established, is it permissible to 
transmit knowledge of one’s Jewishness, knowing that, at 
the very least, the antisemitic gentile will acknowledge 
you as an exception to his rule about Jews. 

A tew sample strategies will illustrate the point. Certain 
family and personal names are decidedly Jewish; they tele- 
graph the Jewish identity of their bearer. Those Jews most 
concerned with their image in the sight of non-Jews have 
changed Cohen and Levy to Corbett and Lane, Abraham 
and Moses to Albert and Morris. When the Austrian 
prime minister once asked the Jewish deputy from Galicia, 
Joseph Bloch, whether Archbishop Theodor Cohen of 
Olmütz had really converted, he replied: “Never fear, 
your Excellency, if he were still a Jew he would no longer 
be called Cohen. ^ A similar attempt at disguise is the 
alteration of prominent physical characteristics that sup- 
posedly mark one as Jewish. Erikson relates the case of a 
psychiatric patient whose prominently Jewish nose made 
him feel sincerely "that the only true savior for the Jews 
would be a plastic surgeon." Like the straightening of 
curly hair among blacks, the "nose job" among Jews 
serves to reduce the obviousness of minority identity and 
enable them to believe they removed a symbol that shouts 
"Jew" before they can present their personal identity for 
judgment to the gentile. A less extreme way of hiding 
Jewishness is to overcompensate for gentile prejudice by 
taking on character traits at the furthest remove from the 
Jewish stereotype: for example, unbridled generosity, 1m- 
maculate dress, and impeccable manners. Perhaps the 
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most common and widespread disguise 15 simply the at- 
tempt not to give away Jewish identity too early in a re- 
lationship by some obviously Jewish word, gesture, or 
reference. Thus antisemitic prejudice produces a height- 
ened Jewish self-consciousness in the presence of gentiles, 
which results in the endeavor to keep Jewishness as invis- 
ible as possible for as long as possible to the eye of the 
untrustworthy outsider whose favor 1s sought. 

Yet this fear of rejection also has a social effect that tends 
to strengthen Jewish identity. In the desire to escape the 
anxiety of being a Jew in the social world of gentiles, Jews 
have preferred to mix socially with one another. Even as 
the presence of gentiles has made Jews ill at ease, they have 
felt more comfortable among fellow Jews, where they 
could relax and not feel they had to be on best behavior.” 
Remarkably, even those modern Jews who gave up offi- 
cial identification with Jews entirely by converting to 
Christianity often associated almost exclusively with fel- 
low converts. In Germany they were referred to as Tauf- 
juden, baptized Jews. They had not really become Chris- 
tians but taken on a borderline identity in which they still 
feared the verdict of the born Christian. 

In retrospect Jewish embarrassments of this kind seem to 
have been especially prevalent at times when antisemitism 
was moderately strong but not so virulent as to make the 
attempt at gaining acceptance futile. In present-day Amer- 
ica both the lower level of social antisemitism and, from the 
Jewish side, the decreased sensitivity to the opinions of the 
gentiles following the Holocaust and in the period of the 
state of Israel have reduced the anxiety. '? In fact one can 
detect an opposite reaction in the appearance of large and 
prominently worn Jewish symbols— especially the Magen 
David and the chai.’ For many contemporary Jews hiding 
Jewishness has given way to flaunting it. 
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I: the more densely antisemitic atmosphere of nine- 
teenth-century Germany widespread contempt for Jews 
sometimes produced the extreme and pathological phe- 
nomenon that has been called Jewish self-hatred.'^ The 
term has been defined in various ways, either broadly or 
more narrowly. I wish to use it here in a narrow sense: as 
a loathing of that in oneself which one deems to be Jewish 
and wishes to expunge but cannot. It is, to use the lan- 
guage of Lady Macbeth, crying: “Out, damned spot! out, 
| say!" Yet the spot remains and one feels sullied by it. In 
the psyche of creative individuals the ineradicable aware- 
ness of one’s somehow filthy Jewishness can result in a 
structure of ideas so far removed from reality as to allow 
of no other explanation than pathology. Two prominent 
examples will illustrate the point. 

However one may judge the validity of Karl Marx's 
economic and political writings, his early piece on the Jew- 
ish question 15 so eccentric as to beggar rational explana- 
tion. Marx was nominally a Christian from the age of six, 
when his father brought the whole family to the baptismal 
font. But a grandfather and an uncle were rabbis and there 
were rabbis on both sides of his genealogy. Marx knew 
very little about Judaism, but not only was he obviously 
aware of his origins, he was reminded of them repeatedly 
by political opponents. In turn, he branded such of his 
rivals as were Jewish with demeaning epithets like Jüd- 
chen, Jüdel, or Itzig.'? He remained silent during the po- 
eroms directed against the Jews of Russia in 1881. Later 
Jewish apologists tried to make Marx a Jew in spite of 
himself, pointing to his prophetic heritage or messianic 
striving. But Marx himself never saw his writings as part 
of any Jewish tradition. '* 

In his 1844 essay entitled “On the Jewish Question 
the young Marx drew his definition of Judaism from the 
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antisemitic writer Ludwig Feuerbach. Judaism was not a 
religion or a peoplehood but the egoistic desire for gain, 
the love of money. "What is the worldly basis of Judaism? 
Practical necessity, selfishness. What is the worldly reli- 
gion of the Jew? Barter. What is his worldly God? 
Money." The Jew was capitalism incarnate. Marx re- 
mained blind to the existence of a Jewish proletariat that 
was especially numerous in eastern Europe. Incredibly, he 
equated Jew with bourgeois speculator. But Marx went 
further. Not alone the historical Jew is a Jew in Marx’s 
new sense. Christians, insofar as they are capitalists, have 
in essence become Jews. “The practical Jewish spirit has 
become the practical spirit of the Christian nations.” 
Money 1s the jealous God of Israel and that God has be- 
come the Lord of the universe.'° Jews are despicable be- 
cause the bourgeois society that they epitomize is despi- 
cable. The emancipation from capitalism (for Marx the 
bane of modern society) is also the emancipation from 
Judaism. Marx has projected his own nonacceptance of his 
Jewish origins upon society as a whole. He need not feel 
guilty about rejecting the Jewish traditions of his family, 
for Jewishness is but egoism and avarice. Moreover, being 
Jewish 15 not his problem alone. All who participate in 
capitalist society are more or less Jews. Thus all must trade 
a wretched Jewish identity for the worldwide fellowship 
of the proletariat. 

Though historically far less significant than Karl Marx, 
Otto Weininger too was an original thinker whose work 
was widely read by contemporaries and continues to be 
the object of academic discussion.'? Weininger lived out 
his short life in fin de siécle Austria, the lively capital of 
sensuality, seedbed of psychoanalysis, and hotbed of an- 
tisemitism. He studied philosophy and a variety of sci- 
ences at the University of Vienna, where he received his 
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doctorate in 1902. On the same day he converted to Prot- 
estant Christianity. In May 1903 Weininger published Sex 
and Character, a work that made him famous. But only 
four months later he committed suicide, at the age of 
twenty-three. As far as is known, Weininger’s relations 
with his family were not difficult. His father, who also 
converted, along with Weininger’s sisters, esteemed his 
son highly. The young Weininger seems not to have had 
any special problem with things Jewish. Yet he was an 
intensely troubled person who was driven to define Juda- 
ism no less oddly than had Marx. 

In Sex and Character three influences predominate: 
Plato, from whom Weininger takes the conception of ideal 
types; Kant, who gives him the ethic of uncompromising 
fulfillment of duty; and Christianity, from which he draws 
the transcendence of nature and the divine soul in man. 
Weininger's first objective 15 to create a dichotomy of ideal 
types of man and woman. The former alone, he argues, 
possesses logic, ethics, aesthetics; man alone has a soul 
and a mind. Sexuality is only one part of his make-up. 
Woman, by contrast, lives only unconsciously and self- 
ishly, lacking all the positive attributes of the man. She 5 
wholly sexual. In philosophical terms, man 15 form; 
woman is matter. An actual woman may possess some of 
the qualities associated with men, but to the extent that she 
does, she ceases to be a woman. 

Judaism too 15 a Platonic idea. Weininger tells us that it 
is "neither a race nor a people, even less a recognized 
creed. I think of it as a spiritual orientation, a psychological 
constitution which is a possibility for all mankind, but 
which has merely become actual in the most conspicuous 
fashion among the Jews.” '* Judaism is saturated with fem- 
ininity. Like the woman, the Jew 1s amoral, capable of 
neither great goodness nor great evil. He is much absorbed 


41 


A 


in sexual matters, especially matchmaking, which 15 the 
special province of women. Because the Jew, like the 
woman, lacks a soul, he is beguiled by such soulless doc- 
trines as materialism, Darwinism, and Spinozistic deter- 
minism. The present age, Weininger informs his readers, 
suffers from the linked maladies of femininity and Juda- 
ism. Both must be overcome for the sake of humanity. By 
sustained moral effort the individual Jew can vanquish his 
amoral Judaism. In practice that means becoming a Chris- 
tian, for Christ is the great exemplar of the Jew who tran- 
scended his Jewishness. By a similar effort individual 
women can overcome their femininity. They must cease 
allowing men to use them as sexual objects. Only then, in 
their chastity, can they, as it were, become men. 

Weininger was sufficiently insightful to recognize that 
he was projecting outward the very qualities that he 
hated—and feared—in himself. “Whoever detests the Jew- 
ish character," he wrote, “‘detests it first of all in himself. 
That he persecutes it in others is merely his attempt to 
separate himself in this way from what is Jewish. He 
strives to sever himself from it by locating it in his fellow 
creatures, and so for a moment be able to imagine himself 
free of it. Hatred, like love, is a projected phenomenon: 
you hate that person who you feel reminds you unpleas- 
antly of yourselt. "^ Of course projection is exactly what 
Weininger engaged in. Beset by a troublesome awareness 
of his Jewish origins and irrational guilt over his 
sensuality, Weininger linked Judaism and sexuality as the 
bane of modern society, from which it must liberate itself 
for its own moral welfare. Thus Weininger was able tem- 
porarily to divest the private inner struggle of its painful 
cffect by removing it to the public sphere. 

The parallel between Marx and Weininger should now 
be wholly apparent. Each created a mythical Judaism 
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closely linked to those qualities of character from which he 
was trying desperately to escape: egoism in the one case, 
lust in the other. Neither man succeeded. Even today 
Marx continues to be thought of as a Jew, in a sense other 
than the one he defined, while Weininger has become the 
parade example of Jewish selt-hatred. 


p selt-hatred, however, 1s as rare a phenom- 
enon as the Jewish embarrassments discussed earlier 
are common. To see more clearly the ambiguities of anti- 
semitism's influence on Jewish identity it is necessary to 
look for those points in history when it appears unexpect- 
edly and to test its effects in relation to its varying degrees 
of virulence. 

The European Enlightenment, as we have seen, played 
a crucial role in shaping modern Jewish identity since its 
affirmation of rationalism and universalism enticed Jews 
to extend identifications beyond the Jewish sphere. In 
practice, however, the Enlightenment fell short of its 
ideals. Or to put it differently, its exponents were rarely 
able to rid themselves fully of the prejudices that ran 
counter to its spirit. This reality was sometimes difficult 
for enlightened Jews to accept. Their hopes had been so 
aroused by the new principles of tolerance that renewed 
rejections were all the more painful." Some of the 
Sephardi Jews had begun to greatly admire the grandest 
spirit of the French Enlightenment, the irrepressible Vol- 
taire. Isaac de Pinto, a prominent Sephardi Jew of French 
origin, who lived mostly in Holland, wrote that he con- 
sidered himself Voltaire's greatest admirer and. doubted 
that anyone had read his works more diligently. But how- 
ever much Voltaire might cherish the ideal of a common 
humanity, he had displayed little love of the Jews as indi- 
viduals. He declared them an "ignorant and barbarous 
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people who have long united the most sordid avarice with 
the most detestable superstition and the most invincible 
hatred for every people by whom they are tolerated and 
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enriched. ^^ Voltaire's attack especially stung those Jews 
who cherished his writings. Like so many verbal assaults 
that would follow during the modern period, it had a 
twofold effect. On the one hand it drew Jews together 1n 
defense; on the other it split their ranks. 

Isaac de Pinto undertook to write an apology for all of 
his coreligionists, Sephardim and Ashkenazim alike. He 
exculpated the Ashkenazim for whatever faults they might 
possess by attributing their shortcomings to the antisemi- 
tism they had suffered. "The contempt that is heaped on 
them,” he wrote, “‘stifles every seed of virtue and honor. ^ 
But his main concern was to deflect Voltaire’s critique 
from the circle of closer identification, his fellow Se- 
phardim. Voltaire should have begun his article in the 
Philosophical Dictionary by distinguishing the Spanish and 
Portuguese Jews from “the common herd of Jacob’s other 
descendants.” He tells Voltaire that a Sephardi Jew of Bor- 
deaux and a German Jew of Metz are "two totally different 
beings." Their manners and values differ radically. If 
Sephardi Jews have faults, these too are of a different order 
and rather similar to those of the French upper class. He 
lists, among others, ostentation, vanity, a passion for 
women, contempt for physical labor, and supercilious 
pride. But these, he notes, are the "vices of noble spir- 
its. ^ Though he tries to excuse the Ashkenazi Jews, to 
some extent Pinto shares Voltaire’s contempt for them. 
He does not want to be tarred with the same brush that 
blackens them. His feelings were shared by fellow Spanish 
and Portuguese Jews. When emancipation for the Jews of 
France became an issue toward the end of the eighteenth 
century, the French Sephardim sought to block immediate 


44 


Antisemitism 


political equality for their Ashkenazi brethren. Although 
differences between Sephardim and Ashkenazim had been 
of long standing, the hostility of Voltaire and of others 
with similar views drove them further apart. 

Another incident in the eighteenth century produced a 
very different effect. In his desire to gain acceptance 
among non-Jews, Moses Mendelssohn had studiously 
avoided entering into religious polemics with gentiles. 
Apparently he believed that the enlightened non-Jewish 
world would accept his Jewishness as a private matter and 
judge him on his human qualities and talents alone. Men- 
delssohn's response in the well-known incident where the 
Swiss pastor Johann Caspar Lavater called on him either to 
convert to Christianity or to defend his faith illustrates a 
very different effect of intolerance. Here Lavater’s chal- 
lenge led not to any dissociation from Judaism or fellow 
Jews but to a turning point in Mendelssohn’s career. He 
now became a defender of Judaism in the public arena, 
creating an ideology that justified the persistence of Jewish 
identity in an enlightened world. Here disappointment 
with the views of a Christian clergyman, who thought 
himself tolerant, ironically brought Jewish commitment 
to the surface in Mendelssohn himself and indirectly 
worked to sustain it in others as well. 

During the nineteenth century antisemitism in Europe 
continued in two forms. Consistently غ1‎ remained beneath 
the surface in the form of varying degrees of official or 
unofficial discrimination, to a greater extent in eastern 
than in western Europe. And from time to time it drew 
major attention to itself through an incident, legal setback, 
or outbreak of violence. In both forms it played an am- 
biguous role. Among those Jews whom enlightenment 
had drawn furthest from Judaism, the knowledge that 
their Jewishness would always be a hindrance to their ca- 
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reers and a continuing source of anxiety in the presence of 
gentiles induced efforts to shield or disguise their identity 
as best they could and in extreme instances to flee from it 
through conversion. But ongoing discrimination also kept 
most Russian Jews within their Pale of Settlement and for 
long out of contact with European culture; and it closed 
gentile social circles to Jews in the West. Thus it tended to 
reinforce Jewish identifications for large numbers. As it 
had in premodern times, antisemitism in the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries continued to shore up Jewish 
identity by creating external barriers to assimilation. 
However, the specific influence of antisemitism on Jew- 
ish identity in this period can best be evaluated by exam- 
ining those occasions when it gains in prominence, calling 
particular attention to itself and requiring Jews to ac- 
knowledge and deal with its renewed virulence. For the 
Jews of Germany the first such occasion arose during the 
period of political reaction following the final defeat of 
Napoleon in 1815. Having served in the Wars of Libera- 
tion against the French, they expected confirmation of 
their emancipation but encountered instead new restric- 
tions, anti-Jewish propaganda, and in 1819 outbreaks of 
violence. It was a turn of events that stung them to the 
quick. Their Jewish shell punctured by the force of en- 
lightenment, they were far more vulnerable to enmity 
than previous generations had been. In Berlin, conver- 
sions, which had begun to rise sharply at the beginning of 
the century, now reached unprecedented heights.** For 
these men and women Judaism was not sufficiently valued 
to be worth the sacrifice of a coveted career or even social 
exclusion. For others, the response was to reshape Jews 
and Judaism by planing away the ragged edges that of- 
tended gentile eyes. They spoke of regeneration and re- 
form, cited universalistic passages from Jewish texts, and 
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argued that Judaism was a faith that avowed loyalty to the 
state in which Jews lived. They tried to show that they 
could relate to their tradition with the academic detach- 
ment and scientific scholarship that prevailed in the uni- 
versities. All of these responses were, of course, partly 
prompted by the internalization of just those values that 
their opponents accused them of lacking. But the renewed 
atmosphere of rejection lent an urgency to their striving 
that sometimes robbed it of dignity. Resurgent antisemi- 
tism did not allow the process of modernization to run its 
natural course. Not what was best for the Jews and Juda- 
ism but what would diminish antisemitism often became 
the dominant consideration. And yet the forms of Jewish 
identity that emerged in Germany during the 1820s and 
1830s, the period when the hope of complete equality 
dimmed the most, proved viable for German and non- 
German Jews alike: the various types of modern Jewish 
religiosity, ranging from Neo-Orthodox to Reform, and 
the Wissenschaft des Judentums (the scientific study of Ju- 
daism), which created a more reliable version of the Jewish 
past from which to draw the historical component of Jew- 
ish identity. 

In the decade before and the decade after midcentury, 
two antisemitic incidents called forth remarkable and un- 
precedented international Jewish reactions. In 1840 the 
Jews of Damascus were accused of ritual murder and 
stood at risk of mass execution. It was but one more ex- 
ample in a long chain of such accusations, but the first 
major one in modern times, and it served to reawaken a 
dormant sense of worldwide Jewish unity and mutual 
responsibility.^? It prompted Jews in various lands to unite 
in an effort to avert disaster. As far away as the United 
States they held protest meetings. Two outstanding Jew- 
ish notables, Moses Montefiore of England and Adolphe 
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Crémieux of France, traveled to the Middle East in a suc- 
cessful attempt to intercede for their fellow Jews. 

Even more significant in strengthening Jewish con- 
sciousness was the Mortara Affair of 1858. When a Jewish 
child of the Mortara family living in Bologna, Italy, who 
had been secretly baptized by a Christian domestic servant 
was abducted to a monastery, the case produced a shocked 
reaction among gentiles and Jews. As in the Damascus 
Affair, Jews were aroused to united efforts—this time in 
vain—to intercede with various authorities. But now there 
were longer lasting results. The Mortara Affair was di- 
rectly responsible for the formation of two Jewish orga- 
nizations whose task it would be to protect Jewish rights. 
In 1859 twenty-four American congregations joined to 
create the Board of Delegates of American Israelites, 
which numbered among its purposes the defense of Jewish 
civil and religious rights in the United States and abroad. 
In an American Jewish community hitherto fiercely di- 
vided into religious and ethnic factions, the Board of Del- 
egates soon brought most of them together in a common 
cause. It was the first American Jewish organization to 
enjoy such widespread support. Likewise in the wake of 
the Mortara Affair, French Jewry in 1860 created the Al- 
lance Israélite Universelle, an international organization 
intended to combat antisemitism everywhere in the world 
and to aid those Jews who suffered its consequences. Both 
organizations served to foster a sense of Jewish solidarity 
during a period when such loyalties had ebbed in the wake 
of national allegiances. 

The Damascus and Mortara affairs, however, did not 
appear as major setbacks for Jewish emancipation. The 
former had occurred in the backward Near East; the latter 
was only a single incident. It was not until the last decades 
of the nineteenth century that dramatic reversals in the 
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status and situation of European Jewry occurred in both 
East and West. In eastern Europe an outbreak of pogroms 
and the restrictive May Laws, which both followed upon 
the assassination of the relatively liberal Tsar Alexander Il 
in 1881, were like a hammer blow that scattered sparks in 
all directions. Masses emigrated to North America. Usu- 
ally leaving their traditional religious practice behind, they 
developed new Jewish identities harmonizable with Amer- 
ican democracy. Others remained secure in the shelter of a 
traditional Judaism, which the brief and limited enlighten- 
ment in Russia had penetrated for only a relative few. 
Smaller numbers turned away to revolutionary socialism 
or combined socialism with some degree of Jewish ethnic 
identity. And a few became Zionists. Thus in Russia new 
enmity hastened dispersion and the multiplication of iden- 
tity-defining Jewish ideologies. 

In Germany and Austria the legally secured and com- 
plete political emancipation gained in the late 1860s came 
under attack little more than a decade later. By the 1880s 
and 1890s the liberal tide of the preceding two decades had 
reversed itself and German-speaking Jews once again, as in 
the years following 1815, felt renewed pressure. This time 
they were in some respects less vulnerable, in others more 
so. Over the course of half a century they had learned to 
adapt to their peculiar status. Their religious ideologies 
were now less open to charges of exclusivism; their reh- 
gious practices more occidental in form. Judaism had 
proved its capacity to adjust to and survive in modern 
Europe. But for much larger numbers than in 1815 Jewish 
identity had worn away at the center and become periph- 
eral. Once again—and this time in larger numbers given 
the increase in Jewish population—the most estranged 
bowed to the pressure and converted. In Vienna the rate 
was especially high.~’ 
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Other Jews, as alienated from Judaism as the converts, 
refrained from following the same path; they thought it 
dishonorable to let sheer opportunism motivate the ex- 
change of one religious identity for another. They de- 
spised the converts less for having abandoned anything 
valuable than for giving in to bigotry. Their own essen- 
tially contentless Jewish identity became known as Trotz- 
judentum, a Judaism of defiance or spite. It consisted of 
stubborn refusal to let antisemitism determine their ac- 
tions. 

The new antisemitism also operated as a divisive force. 
It inclined German Jews to find scapegoats. The most ob- 
vious candidates, of course, were the Ostjuden, the recent 
immigrants from eastern Europe, who were the least as- 
similated in speech and conduct. Repeatedly German Jews 
blamed the Ostjuden for spoiling their carefully cultivated 
image and distanced themselves trom the newcomers, just 
as the Sephardim had from the Ashkenazim a century ear- 
lier. Other voices accused opposing religious factions. The 
Orthodox Jewish press blamed the Reform or Liberal Jews 
for bringing down God's wrath in the form of the new 
antisemitism while Liberal Jews claimed it was all the fault 
of the Orthodox for remaining too visibly different. Jew- 
ish writers of various backgrounds admitted that what the 
most prominent antisemites said about the Jews had some 
truth with regard to some Jews. In replying to antisemitic 
writers, they bent over backward to meet them halfway. 
In agreeing that Jews still required "improvement," they 
succumbed to the judgment of their opponents. 

However, both in the short term and the long, the re- 
surgence of antisemitism in Germany also worked to 
shore up Jewish identity. Even individuals who were least 
assertive 1n their Jewishness were driven to take sides, rais- 
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ing their level of Jewish awareness. Indifferent Jews be- 
came, as one writer said, “Jews by the grace of [the an- 
tisemite Adolf] Stoecker.”** Remarkably, the antisemi- 
tism of 1880 even prompted a small Jewish revival. That 
year, for instance, Jewish banking houses in Berlin took 
the unprecedented step of sending out a circular informing 
all their customers they would be closed on the two days 
of the New Year and the Day of Atonement. A Jewish 
newspaper claimed that the agitation had notably in- 
creased the extent of Jewish identification, and more than 
one rabbi regarded this positive effect of antisemitism as 
nothing less than providential.~? 

The longer term results were more significant. When 
antisemitism persisted, the German Jews in 1893 finally 
created a national organization whose chief purpose would 
be defending the Jews against their enemies.*° The Central 
Association of German Citizens of the Jewish Faith soon 
became, and remained until Nazi times, the largest orga- 
nization of German Jews. While it continued to invest its 
energies principally in the defense of Jewish rights, the 
organization increasingly fostered both Jewish pride and a 
broader and deeper Jewish identity. Although the associ- 
ation became the sworn enemy of the Zionists, it per- 
sistently condemned apostasy and preached the open 
acknowledgment of Jewishness before gentiles. One asso- 
ciation lecturer was able to picture the work of defense not 
only as heroic but also as linked, however tenuously, to 
the Jewish past. "Just as our ancestors went boldly and 
undaunted into exile and death on account of their reli- 
gion,” he maintained, "so let it be said of us some day that 
we fought fearlessly and tenaciously for our rights. ^" For 
many religiously indifferent Jews—in Germany, Austria, 
the United States, and elsewhere— defending their right to 
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be treated equally while remaining in some, even minor, 
way different from gentiles became their way of being 
Jewish. 

The Dreyfus Affair presents a last example of Jewısh 
response to nineteenth-century antisemitism. French Jew- 
ry had quietly adapted to the ways of its fatherland, en- 
couraged by the equality granted it during the French Rev- 
olution and pressured by the heavy-handed demands for 
integration imposed by Napoleon. When antisemitism ap- 
peared in the 1880s, Jewish identity in France rested on a 
fragile base of ethnic descent. The charges of treason made 
against Captain Alfred Dreyfus in 1894 cast aspersions on 
the loyalty of French Jews. With few exceptions, Jewish 
newspapers, organizations, and individuals responded by 
simply reaffirming allegiance to France or minimizing the 
apparent change in atmosphere.^* Unlike their German 
coreligionists, the Jews of France emerged from their or- 
deal without any new determination to stand united as 
Jews against domestic antisemitism. The Dreyfus Affair 
seems only to have added impetus to the ongoing process 
of Jewish assimilation in France. 


n Germany the ambiguous impact of antisemitism on 

Jewish identity came to an end during the 1930s. Na- 
zism differed from previous antisemitisms in closing off 
the escape route of greater assimilation or even conver- 
sion. Since the Nazi criteria for Jewishness were essentially 
racial, converts to Christianity of Jewish parentage were 
subjected to the same discrimination as the most orthodox 
Jews. The state now forced Jewish identity on those 
whom it defined as Jews regardless of their own feelings. 
No matter what they did—unless they could manage to 
leave Germany or chose to commit suicide—German Jews 
were unable to remove themselves from the reference 
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group to which they were assigned. They could subjec- 
tively reject their externally imposed identity and continue 
to maintain that to varying degrees they were ex-Jews, but 
to do so meant to create an untenable rift between the way 
Jews were treated, formally and informally, on the one 
hand and their own self-conception on the other. Even the 
disguise of obvious Jewishness through a gentile name was 
blocked when the Nazis insisted that every male Jew add 
the name "Israel," every female the name "Sarah." Few 
were the instances of individuals who could maintain a 
subjective consciousness of being no longer, or only min- 
imally, a Jew despite the objective mark placed on all 
members of the Jewish "race." The more common re- 
sponse was to look inward at a Jewish interior landscape 
that had long ago grown barren. 

Nazi antisemitism before the Holocaust thus had the 
general effect of restoring Jewish consciousness where it 
had eroded severely. The most assimilated of German 
Jews, often for the first time in their lives, now felt the 
need to confront and to reaffirm their Jewishness. At the 
age of twenty-four, the Nobel Prize winning Jewish 
chemist Fritz Haber had converted to Protestantism for 
the sake of his career. As the head of an important scien- 
tific institute, he became an influential figure, especially 
after he succeeded in developing poison gas for the Ger- 
man army in World War I. But as a racial Jew, Haber was 
forced into resigning his position in 1933. Nazism remade 
Haber into a Jew in spite of himself. To Albert Einstein he 
wrote: "In my whole life I have never been so Jewish as 
now. 4 

Max Liebermann, the most important German Jewish 
painter, had never converted to Christianity. Nor had he 
hidden his Jewishness. He had even devoted some of his 
oeuvre to Jewish themes. But Liebermann was foremost à 
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German and a decided opponent of Jewish nationalism. ^? 
In the early 1920s the Hebrew poet Hayyim Nahman Bi- 
alik had sat for a portrait in Liebermann’s studio in Berlin 
all the while seeking to persuade the artist of the virtues of 
Zionism. Not surprisingly, Bialik's efforts were of no 
avail. Liebermann believed that the Jewish question had 
already been solved. But then, a little over a decade later 
and just after Hitler had come to power early in 1933, 
there was a fresh contact between the two men. The aged 
Liebermann wrote to Bialik, then in Palestine, in order to 
thank him and Meir Dizengott, two of the curators of the 
Tel Aviv museum, for that body's decision to name a 
room in his honor. After expressing his joy at the tribute, 
Liebermann continued in this little-known letter: 


In these difficult times the feeling of solidarity with my Jew- 
ish coreligionists 1s doubly gratifying and comforting in view 
of the deprivation of rights with which German Jews are now 
forced to live. Like a horrible nightmare the abrogation of 
equal rights weighs upon us all, but especially upon those 
Jews who, like me, had surrendered themselves to the dream 
of assimilation. You, Herr Bialik, perhaps remember the 
conversations we had on this subject when I was etching your 
portrait. Then I sought to explain why I kept my distance 
from Zionism. Today I think differently. As difficult as 1t has 
been for me, I have awakened from the dream that I dreamed 
my whole lite long. Unfortunately, so old a tree—I will be 86 
years old next month—is beyond transplanting.?° 


Younger German Jews, who likewise had not been Z1- 
onists, did go to Palestine in large numbers during the 
early Hitler years. Those who remained behind sought to 
fill their externally reimposed Jewish identity with Jewish 
content. Synagogues that had stood nearly empty during 
the Weimar period now filled with Jews who sought them 
out as refuges from the hostility they encountered in daily 
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life.^^ Prayers long forgotten assumed new meaning as 
Israel, once again, became a people apart. Jewish education 
experienced a revival as Jewish children were expelled 
from the general schools or their lives there made odious 
by the harassments of the Hitler Youth. In Berlin and 
elsewhere Jewish cultural institutions too became the focus 
of widespread interest. During its most difficult years Ger- 
man Jewry embarked on a remarkable project to reeducate 
itself to an ineluctable Jewish identity. Looking back, one 
writer termed this effort paradoxically “construction on 
the eve of destruction." 

In France, too, during the brief period between Nazi 
occupation and deportation, there arose a new sense of the 
common destiny of the Jewish people, which pushed aside 
long-standing antagonisms between native French and 
east European Jews.” In Poland, Nazi-imposed ghettoiza- 
tion did not expunge the differences among established 
Jewish parties of differing ideologies. But there, as well, 
external pressure, now in the form of physical segrega- 
tion, brought those Jews who had strayed the farthest back 
into the Jewish fold. At least at first, Jewish life in the 
teeming ghettos was remarkably vibrant. 

Of course, whether in Germany, France, or eastern Eu- 
rope, the revival of Jewish consciousness was short-lived. 
The worsening situation undermined morale and drove up 
the rate of suicides. For many the reaffirmation of their 
Jewishness came only on the eve of an unwilled martyr- 
dom. If Nazi antisemitism briefly reawakened Jewish 
identity in some hitherto alienated Jews, its ultimate end 
was to snuff it out altogether along with the lives of those 
in whom it dwelt. For the victims, inescapable Jewishness 
turned into an inescapable fate as Jews. 

In succeeding years the recollection of this most extreme 
instance of antisemitism could not easily create a Jewish 
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identity where none had been fostered in childhood. The 
European social philosopher Jean Améry emerged from 
Auschwitz with a number on his arm but a Jewishness that 
was sustained almost exclusively by fear and anger. “No 
one can become what he cannot find in his memories,” 
Améry wrote after the war. His Jewishness, imposed by 
antisemitism, had resulted in an enduring commitment to 
endangered fellow Jews. But it could not create a Jewish 
identity. Again in Améry's own words: "The environ- 
ment in which I had lived in the years when one acquires 
one’s self was not Jewish, and this cannot be reversed. But 
the fruitlessness of the search for my Jewish self by no 
means stands as a barrier between me and my solidarity 
with every threatened Jew in this world. ** 

Yet just as ironically as Nazism had initially given the 
impulse to a deepened Jewishness so did the Holocaust 
eventually become a major factor in sustaining Jewish 
identity after World War II. Jewish leaders ın the United 
States early called for a revitalized American Jewish com- 
munity that would be capable of compensating in some 
measure for the loss of east European Jewry. Later, and in 
particular following the Eichmann trial of 1961, Holocaust 
awareness increasingly became a major portion of what it 
meant to be Jewish, especially in the Diaspora. Few Amer- 
ican Jews were survivors in the literal sense, but the notion 
that every Jew living in the post-Holocaust age was a kind 
of survivor gained increasing acceptance. Whereas before 
the Shoah American Jewish identity was for most Jews 
either a religiously based morality or a loose bond of eth- 
nic solidarity, the rise ın awareness of the Holocaust pro- 
duced in many individuals a much more determined Jew- 
ishness. They were bent on preventing the identity Hitler 
sought to expunge through physical destruction from suc- 
cumbing to the subtler pressures of assimilation. In west- 
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ern Europe greater geographical proximity to the events 
resulted in a closer focus on the Holocaust and a sense of 
building upon the ruins of the Jewries that were destroyed. 
Even in the Soviet Union recollection of the catastrophe 
became a focal point for Jewish revival beginning in the 
early 1960s.*' 

In the United States a large share (some have argued too 
large a share) of Jewish activity has been devoted to keep- 
ing alive the memory of the Holocaust and fighting 
contemporary forms of antisemitism. Most young Jews 
know more about the Shoah than they do about any other 
period of Jewish history. Courses on the Holocaust in 
colleges and universities are far more popular than other 
offerings in Jewish studies. Scores of Holocaust institu- 
tions keep alive the memory through exhibits, confer- 
ences, and educational literature. While American Jews 
continue to think of themselves, at least nominally, as Or- 
thodox, Conservative, Reform, or Reconstructionist, this 
religious identity does not, for most of them, possess the 
same salience as does the possibility of new danger to their 
existence. It is in large measure the memory and message 
of the Holocaust that create a basis for Jewish unity in spite 
of religious diversity. Concern for the future of the Jews 
seems to run deeper than concern for the future of the 
Jewish religion. 

Antisemitism in the contemporary Jewish Diaspora, and 
especially in the United States, has thus ceased to be am- 
biguous in its effect. Neither the memory of the Holocaust 
nor the relatively low levels of current discrimination are 
driving Jews to hide their Jewishness, let alone to aposta- 
tize. On the contrary, antisemitism, especially as collective 
memory, serves as a basic motive for Jewish identification. 
The erosive force today comes almost exclusively from 
the enlightenment side, from the absence of barriers in- 
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hibiting the contact between Jews and non-Jews. Jews do 
not, as before the Holocaust, marry gentiles to escape the 
odium of discrimination. If they intermarry—as they con- 
tinue to do in ever-increasing numbers—it is rather be- 
cause universal values have displaced particularism in both 
communities. Thus in their effect on Jewish identity en- 
lightenment and antisemitism have come into direct op- 
position. Today, antisemitism serves almost exclusively to 
shore up and intensify Jewish identity. 
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The Centripetal Force 
of Jewish Peoplehood 


$ THE RICH spiritual treasury of the Jewish religion 
there is no more powerful symbol than Zion. As Sinai 


signifies the coalescence of a loosely formed band of Is- 
raelites into a people covenanted with God, Zion repre- 
sents the fulfillment of that covenant. On Mount Zion in 
Jerusalem the people established its worship; thrice yearly 
they made pilgrimage to it. When the Romans destroyed 
the Second Temple and the Holy Land was lost, Zion 
became both a memory of earlier glory and the hope of yet 
greater glory to come. As a messianic symbol it came to 
represent both the Return of the people to its land and the 
Redemption for Israel and all humanity. In no small mea- 
sure it was the unfulfilled dream of Zion that kept Jews 
loyal to their faith. 

Jewish enlightenment did not attempt to destroy the 
immensely pervasive power of Zion. It only altered its 
contours. Reason stripped the concept of miraculous ele- 
ments; universalism shifted its focus from the particular 
redemption of Israel to the reign of peace among all na- 
tions. But, insofar as they remained Jewish at all, rational- 
ists and universalists continued to focus their Jewish iden- 
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tity forward toward the unattained ideal. In the Prophets 
of ancient Israel Jewish modernists found the vision of a 
universal Zion whose symbolic center was Jerusalem. It 
was precisely the messianic task, Jews in the West argued, 
that made Jewish survival necessary and the escape from 
Judaism on account of discrimination and persecution into 
a betrayal of Israel’s mission. Antisemitism represented 
both the world’s rejection of the ideal and the Jews’ need to 
suffer for its realization. Thus, even rationalized and uni- 
versalized in the crucible of modernity, Jewish messianism 
continued, as in earlier times, to act as a centripetal force, 
uniting Jews in the common conviction that Zion had not 
yet been realized. To be a Jew, 1n addition to all its other 
meanings, retained the fundamental sense of living 1n an 
unredeemed world. 

Nonetheless, Zion also served as a symbol of division. 
Traditional Jews waited for God to send the messiah, who 
would lead Israel back to its land. They associated Zion 
with the reinstitution of animal sacrifices in a rebuilt Tem- 
ple. They believed they could hasten the Redemption only 
through more scrupulous adherence to the divinely or- 
dained moral and ritual law. But modern religious Jews, 
dwelling within the context of emancipation, either played 
down the Return to Zion, assigning it to a distant time and 
depriving it of any immediate political consequences (as 
did modern Orthodoxy), or gave up the hope of Return 
entirely and removed it from the liturgy (as did Reform). 
Jewish socialists substituted a messianic vision of their 
own in which all of suffering humanity, not Israel in par- 
ticular, was deemed needful of worldly redemption. 

The modern Zionist movement rejected both the older 
relationship to Zion and its recent reinterpretation. Zion- 
ism valued traditional Jews’ unwillingness to exchange the 
tangible Zion of the land of Israel for a universalized ideal. 
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And it even sought to recapture something of the undi- 
luted particularism of the as yet unmodernized Jews in 
eastern Europe. But it could not accept the ingrained, di- 
vinely sanctioned passivity predicated on the belief that 
Redemption was not to be wrought by human hands. For 
a Jew to become a Zionist was to assume personal respon- 
sibility for the people's destiny. 

Zionism 5 relation to enlightenment was similar. As Zi- 
onism would not have been possible without the millen- 
nial hope of Return nurtured by Judaism through the ages, 
so it required the heritage of enlightenment precisely in 
order to transcend the passivity of tradition. It was secular 
analysis that brought Zionists to reject the view that exile 
and antisemitism were God's punishment for Israel's an- 
cient sins. It was faith in the operation of reason in the 
world that prompted political Zionists to lay out their 
ambitious plans. But enlightenment had led to an assimi- 
lation that young Zionists in the West knew intimately 
from their own families. Jewish universalism was eroding 
the capacity for Jewish survival. And enlightened Jews had 
manifested a poor capacity to resist the debilitating impact 
of antisemitism. They had allowed it to minimize their 
Jewishness out of fear of giving offense. The need ever and 
again to prove adherence to the political structures and 
national values of the states in which they lived had forced 
Westernized Jews to squeeze Jewish identity into the nar- 
row confines of religious affiliation. To become a Zionist, 
therefore, was to transcend the pernicious effects of en- 
lightenment and antisemitism even while utilizing their 
benefits. Henceforth reason would serve national pur- 
poses; antisemitism would not only act as a brake on as- 
similation, its unhappy consequences would point to Z1- 
onism as the only adequate solution to the ubiquitous 
"Jewish Question." Zionism, then, set out to redirect old 
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and new forces operating upon Jewish identity from 
within and from without, using their energy to forge a 
new movement. 


\ X [here the movement's supporters differed greatly 

among themselves was on the precise nature of Z1- 
onist identity." Closest to tradition were the religious Z1- 
onists, for whom Zionism was a natural outgrowth of 
Judaism. They favored settlement of the land and could 
view the Zionist enterprise as the beginning stages of the 
promised Redemption, but they insisted that its final con- 
summation remained in the hands of God. For them Zi- 
onism was not a substitute for the older form of Jewish 
identity. They saw themselves as still fundamentally Jews 
in the pre-Zionist sense, except that they were willing to 
Join secularists in a common enterprise. In an ultimate 
sense, Zion continued to mean for them the rebuilding of 
the Temple and the establishment of a society governed 
fully by Jewish law. Their Zionism was conditional upon 
the movement's maintaining neutrality on questions of 
religion and culture. 

Religious adherents allied themselves most closely with 
the political Zionists, whose most prominent spokesman 
was [Theodor Herzl, the founder of the international Zi- 
onist movement. There was a lack of ultimacy in Herzl’s 
vision that made it easier for those traditional Jews drawn 
to Zionism to cooperate with him. Political Zionists were 
generally willing to hold questions of Jewish content in 
abeyance. Their principal concern was to rescue Jews from 
the physical and spiritual effects of antisemitism. The Jew- 
ish society in the land of Israel that Herzl envisaged would 
approximate the more enlightened societies of Europe. 
Within that society the Jewish religion would have a role 
not greatly different from what it was in the Diaspora. 
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Herzl attempted neither to secularize Judaism nor to ab- 
sorb religion within national culture. Although political 
Zionism, with its insistence that antisemitism was a per- 
manent feature of Jewish life in the Diaspora, challenged 
Western Jews’ sense of security, it was not directed against 
any particular forms of Jewish expression. It did not berate 
the religious positions of either modern Orthodoxy or 
Reform Judaism in the West; it did not criticize traditional 
values still cherished in the East. Minimally, one could 
become a political Zionist simply out of the conviction 
that Jews in distress required a safe refuge—somewhere in 
the world. As the Zionism of Louis Brandeis in the United 
States attests, such philanthropic sentiments and the activ- 
ities flowing from them did not necessarily require a re- 
orientation of personal loyalties or values. For other Jews 
in the West, especially those without firm religious faith, 
political Zionism did provide a new, national identity, but 
only very rarely did it motivate any radical change in the 
pattern of their lives." 

For existing forms of Jewish identity 1t was cultural 
Zionism that offered the most serious challenge. Ahad 
Ha-Am, its progenitor and chief spokesman, was an ag- 
nostic in belief, a non-halakhic Jew in practice. For him, 
unlike for Herzl, Zionism was not principally a matter of 
externals. It was less a question of altering the conditions 
under which Jews lived than of transforming the Jews 
themselves. Herzl's goal was to give Jews like himselt— 
Europeans of the Jewish religious denomination—their 
own state, where they could live at peace, freed from the 
scourge of antisemitism. Ahad Ha-Am wanted to trans- 
form the Jews’ inner Jewish self. Religion would cease to 
be its indispensable essence. 

Yet from the very beginning of Jewish history, belief in 
the God of Israel had been a sine qua non of what it meant 
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to be a Jew. Until modern times there was no intermediate 
position between faith in the God who revealed His will to 
the Jews and conversion to some other religion. Still in the 
nineteenth century Jews in western and central Europe— 
no matter how much they assimilated culturally, no mat- 
ter how little time they spent in the synagogue—as long as 
they remained Jews, they did not openly assault the reli- 
gious foundations of Jewish identity. Even when Jews in 
the West possessed little personal faith, they defined their 
Jewishness in religious terms, for that was the mode of 
differentiation allowed them in societies that possessed lit- 
tle tolerance for a pluralism of cultures. Enlightened Jews 
in eastern Europe possessed somewhat more understand- 
ing for a Jewish identity divested of religious belief and 
practice. But as the more radical of the maskilim became 
secularists, they moved rapidly beyond Jewish identity el- 
ements of any kind. They severed their ties with Judaism, 
considering themselves only of Jewish origin, while iden- 
tifying positively as members of a universal proletariat or 
an enlightened humanity. Even the use of Hebrew among 
them gave way before the Russian language. Although 
Jewish socialists, members of the Bund (the Marxist Gen- 
eral Union of Jewish Workers), held on to Yiddish as the 
secular language of the Jewish proletariat, they used it only 
aS an instrument to reach the masses in the Pale of Set- 
tlement. Secularism seemed ineluctably to lead out of 
Judaism. 

Ahad Ha-Am, the east European Jewish intellectual, 
sought to reverse this trend by.creating a Zionism that 
would draw secularists back into the Jewish orbit, not 
merely as proponents of a political project but as bearers of 
a pervasive Jewish identity. His task was to show that 
being a secular Jew was not wholly discontinuous with a 
Jewish past dominated by religion. He therefore cast his 
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eyes on those elements in Jewish history with which even 
philosophical positivists like himself could still identify. 
Prophetic morality, the Pharisaic balance of body and in- 
tellect—these, he argued, were values still deserving of 
identification. Moreover, they would set the Jews apart in 
the future as they had in the past. 

Ahad Ha-Am's thinking reflects an important shift in 
the nature of Jewish identity. Jewishness, to his mind, was 
not adherence to a set of beliefs and practices. Rather it 
meant possessing a share in the spirit that had created 
them. The Jewish spirit that animated the people in every 
age had produced the Jewish religion, but it was also re- 
sponsible for the Jews’ broader intellectual and cultural 
attainments. Religion was historically its most important 
component, but it was not its essence. Not surprisingly, 
Ahad Ha-Am s spiritual, or cultural, Zionism became the 
bête noire of religious Jews of all kinds, East and West. 
Whether Orthodox or Reformers, whether for religious 
reasons or political ones, they were determined to reject a 
Jewish identity that embraced secularity as Jewishly not 
less legitimate than religious faith. 

For Ahad Ha-Am, Zion represented the goal of the 
Jewish spirit. To return to Zion was both to return to the 
physical land of Israel and to create there a new efflores- 
cence of Jewish culture. As the Jewish people could not 
survive except in continuity with Jewish history, so they 
could not sustain intense intellectual and cultural produc- 
tivity apart from the land that had nourished their spirit in 
ancient times. Other Jewish nationalists disagreed. Simon 
Dubnow, the historian of the Jews, was no less convinced 
than Ahad Ha-Am that secular Jewish identity required 
grounding in the Jewish past, and therefore he sought in 
his historical work to elaborate how the collective spirit of 
the Jews had created communal institutions whose funda- 
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mental nature and function were veiled by the need to 
incorporate them "gradually and artificially into the sphere 
of religion.”4 But, unlike Ahad Ha-Am, Dubnow held 
that the Jewish spirit could flourish even outside the land 
of Israel. His form of national Jewish identity was in a 
sense the purer one. It could be sustained by the will of the 
people within culturally autonomous Jewish communities 
anywhere. Jewish creativity required only the landscape of 
Jewish memory, not the physical land of Israel. 

Ahad Ha-Am and Dubnow alike deplored the narrow 
confines into which recent rabbinic Judaism had driven the 
Jewish spirit. Conversely, they were confident that, given 
an inner revival, that spirit could once more expand to a 
breadth it had attained in earlier periods of Jewish history. 
Both men intended that wide-ranging intellectual creativ- 
ity would characterize Jewish culture in the future. But 
other Jewish nationalists thought they were not going far 
enough. They found that Ahad Ha-Am, despite his secu- 
larism, was, on account of his intellectualism and strong 
moralism, still too much a Jew of the old type. He was not 
willing to accommodate within Jewish culture any val- 
ues—such as those espoused by Nietzsche—that he re- 
garded as wholly alien to the moral orientation of Juda- 
ism.° More revolutionary ideologists wanted not merely 
to make room for secularism within a national Jewish 
identity, they insisted upon the freedom to import doc- 
trines that stood in stark opposition to Jewish tradition, 
even when that tradition was broadly interpreted. Jewish 
intellectualism, along with sworn opposition to the de- 
lights of the senses, was to their minds as unacceptable a 
form of identity as was Orthodox religion. 

The notion that the character qualities of the Jews would 
have to change—and not simply their ideology—is present 
from the very beginnings of the Zionist movement. As 
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early as 1882 Leon Pinsker had complained bitterly of the 
deleterious effects of antisemitism on the Jewish character. 
It had robbed the Jews of their self-respect, their human 
dignity, and their national will. The restoration of Jewish 
nationhood therefore required a psychological transforma- 
tion that Pinsker called "auto-emancipation." Only after 
the Jews themselves had changed could they hope to trans- 
form their condition in the world. Later Zionists dwelt 
upon what qualities the Diaspora Jew required in order to 
gain the capacity for nation-building. Max Nordau, one of 
Herzl’s closest associates, was not only an atheist but, un- 
like Ahad Ha-Am, a nonbeliever in the importance of his- 
torical continuity. "If the Jews are touched by a desire to 
establish a new kingdom of Zion," he wrote, “their in- 
spiration comes from neither the Torah nor the Mishnah, 
but from the hardships of the times." What the Jews 
needed to develop, Nordau argued, was not so much their 
brains as their muscles. Zionism demanded a new physical 
Jew, not simply a broadening and secularization of the 
Jewish spirit. In the long run, only that new Jew, the 
Zionist, could preserve the Jewish people." 

Micha Josef Berdyczewski, the prominent. Hebrew 
writer, was similarly in revolt against excessive Jewish 
intellectualism. The narrow concentration on spirit, he be- 
lieved, had led to neglect of the sensual, earthly life. How- 
ever, unlike Nordau and like Ahad Ha-Am, he recognized 
the importance of historical precedent in sustaining 2 col- 
lective identity. He therefore drew into consciousness 
those periods and events of the Jewish past that lent sup- 
port to a very different self-conception. Especially attrac- 
tive to Berdyczewski and those who followed in his foot- 
steps were the Maccabees, the ancient warriors for 
national independence. In Zionist circles the celebration of 
Hanukah soon came to focus on Jewish heroism rather 
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than the miraculous cruse of oil that lasted for eight days. 
Zionists also rehabilitated Simeon Bar-Kokhba, the failed 
military messiah of the second century. To dramatize their 
new identity they often spoke of themselves as Hebrews 
rather than Jews. 

Some Zionists found historical continuity more in 
forms than in content. According to Eliezer Ben-Yehuda, 
the principal reviver of spoken Hebrew, using the lan- 
guage of one’s Jewish ancestors could provide a substitute 
for tradition. The old words could clothe new ideas and 
make them less foreign. Nahum Sokolow expressed the 
extreme importance of Hebrew most emphatically when 
he wrote: "The Hebrew language is our national posses- 
sion. Every Hebrew word 15 an echo of the entire nation; 
every Hebrew word restores to us our past, vivifies our 
present, and instills trust in our future.’ In addition to the 
ancient language, Zionists could root their identity in the 
land, with the memories it evoked of periods of national 
independence. Its sunny fields, ın which hardy pioneers 
would till the soil, presented a Zionist counterimage to the 
ghetto yeshiva, where pale students labored over brittle 
texts. The Jewish imbalance between history and nature 
would be set aright. In the endeavor to heal the rift created 
by lack of continuity, a few Zionists went beyond the 
external criteria of land and language to the concept of 
race. The new Jew—or the post-Jewish Zionist—might 
have little in common with most Jews of his own and 
preceding generations, but ties of blood connected him 
with them. They provided a biological bond underlying 
the diversity of worldview. As one Zionist, Joshua Thon, 
wrote in 1912: “The unity of the Jews lies in their people- 
hood and their race; the twelve million Jews scattered to 
the ends of the earth are indeed a people on account of the 
blood that flows in their veins." That race would soon 
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produce a new, intellectually and morally superior human 
being, whom Thon described as "an exalted human type 
that would be self-determined, acting through his clear 
intellect, his inner strength, and feelings suffused with 
mercy and love." ^ 

A most relevant point of inner controversy within the 
Zionist movement was the question of normalcy. Modern 
Judaism in the West had made a virtue of the abnormality 
of Diaspora Jewish existence. Its sense of mission and mes- 
sianic striving was based on the uniqueness of Judaism and 
of Jewish existence scattered among the nations. Some 
Zionists drew the chosenness of Israel into Zionist think- 
ing. The new society they intended to create in the land of 
Israel would be a more powerful "light unto the gentiles” 
than the Diaspora Jewish communities, which were nec- 
essarily unable to establish a complete model society on 
their own. Thus Zionism bore within it not only the mes- 
sianic element of Return but also something of the more 
universal aspirations that were the product of enlighten- 
ment influence. However, the Zionist movement also 
contained within it ideologists of normalcy, who wanted 
to create a state and society no different from those of 
other nations. Insofar as Zionism espoused normalcy, it 
set itself against all forms of Jewish identity in the Diaspora 
and provided a parallel in national form to the individual 
aspirations of Jewish assimilationists, who likewise sought 
to minimize Jewish differences. 

Thus the Zionist movement not only differentiated it- 
self from the bulk of Diaspora Jewry, which long opposed 
it, but on numerous issues was internally divided as well. 
Its identity ideal lay in the future; the national Jew, in fact, 
did not yet fully exist. Some Zionists even admitted that 
the Jews collectively had still to regain their peoplehood. 
“We are not yet a people; we are only [individual] Jews,” 
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lamented Ahad Ha-Am, echoing Pinsker, in 1892." 
However much the Zionist movement stressed the na- 
tional ties binding Jews to each other, it could not set 
before world Jewry a consistent image of the new Zionist 
Jew. Would he or she be secular or religious, a believer in 
Jewish normalcy or chosenness, culturally a European liv- 
ing in a Jewish state or, contrariwise, a Jew by culture, 
drawing upon the Jewish spirit to create a focal point of 
Jewish particularity in the ancient land? Thus, ironically, 
the movement that set out to unify the Jewish people 
sowed its share of discord instead. Yet as the ideal of po- 
litical Zionism neared realization in the wake of Nazism 
and the Holocaust, most external Jewish opposition 
melted away. Once it became clear that antisemitism was 
not a vestige of the past, sympathy with efforts to establish 
a refuge for persecuted Jews became an integral part of 
Jewishness. As for the nature of Zionism, seen from a 
different perspective the variety of positions appeared a 
point of strength. Jews of varying political, religious, and 
cultural orientations could find a wing of Zionism that 
corresponded to their views. Thus, by 1948 Zionism had 
fully mobilized the centripetal force of Jewish peoplehood. 
With the establishment of the state, its focal significance 
for Jewish identity was no longer in question. 


1 í et the state of Israel itself soon created new and un- 
precedented questions of Jewish identity. Its very 


name presented a problem. Israel was the designation by 
which God had addressed the entire people. All Jews were 
Israel. But hencetorth only those who were citizens of the 
new state could claim the term fully. Traditional expres- 
sions, like "rabbi in Israel,” now required further expla- 
nation. It became necessary to specify whether one meant 
the people or the state. The term Israeli was equivocal 
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from the beginning. In its most precise, legal sense it 
meant any citizen of the state—*“‘a person who possesses an 
Israeli identity card," by one definition.’~ Hence it in- 
cluded non-Jews. Yet Israeli is not merely a designation of 
political status. Beyond citizenship, it is also a category of 
ethnic identity. To be an Israeli, it is generally believed, 
means to be a Jew residing permanently in the ancestral 
land. '? Even those non-Jewish citizens of Israel who most 
fully identify themselves as Israelis cannot do so in that 
sense. An Israeli Arab must feel a certain ambivalence 
about his political identity. "My country, Israel, is at war 
with my people, the Arabs," one of them has said. '* 

The term Israeli has been no less problematic for Israeli 
Jews. It is the term of identity that separates existence in 
the homeland from existence 1n the Diaspora. Jew and 
Zionist are identity designations that unite the Jewish peo- 
ple; Israeli divides. Not surprisingly, it 1s this name that 5 
stressed in discussions that differentiate the two Jewries. °° 
Jews who make aliyah from the United States continue to 
be Jews and Zionists, but they also take on the new iden- 
tity of Israeli. The inner content of that identity consists 
of an amalgam of values, many of them rooted in early 
Zionism. In contrast to Diaspora Jews, Israelis believe 
themselves to be self-reliant, proud, and unafraid. Unac- 
quainted with antisemitism, the born Israeli, the sabra, 
lacks hypersensitivity to the opinions of strangers. As an 
Israeli, the sabra’s identity is rooted in a short but colorful 
history of his or her own. 

The Zionist identity of Israelis is much less obvious. 
The vast majority of Jewish Israelis consider themselves 
Zionists, '?^ but they are not quite certain what that means 
after 1948. Some simply associate it with Israeli patrio- 
tism. For them, as Jews living in a Jewish state, Zionism 1s 
merely a commitment to continue the land-settlement and 
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nation-building begun by the first pioneers. For others it 
represents their link with the widely scattered Jewish peo- 
ple outside Israel. One survey, taken during the Yom Kip- 
pur War, showed that 96 percent of Israelis feel they are a 
part of that Jewish people. ^ Their Zionism therefore re- 
quires them to be concerned for physically or spiritually 
oppressed Jewries all over the world and, above all, to 
encourage their immigration to Israel. Many feel it also 
implies, conversely, that all Jews have a share in the state 
of Israel, not the Israelis alone. '* Zionism further provides 
a prehistory for the Israeli experience. The Israeli identity 
is historically rooted in its Zionist predecessor. And by 
extension, Zionist history reaches back to earlier times, 
preceding or paralleling Jewish history. It is the history of 
those periods when Jews lived in their land and of the 
longing for Zion when they were forced to live in the 
Diaspora. It is the history of Jewish villages that existed in 
the land even during medieval times, and of course it 15 the 
history of the modern settlement. But it is emphatically 
not the history of Jewish suffering; it 1s not the history of 
the Holocaust. The latter belong to "Jewish history,” not 
to the Zionist-Israeli continuum. Israeli students, espe- 
cially those in the secular educational system, perceive 
times of exile and suffering as essentially negative and pe- 
riods of normality or heroism as the historical source of 
their own national identity. `? 

Recently, Zionism has taken on a highly controversial 
meaning. Just as from the beginning of the Zionist move- 
ment the most complete commitment to Zion was per- 
sonal participation in "redemption" of the land by Jewish 
settlement, so the deepest expression of Zionism today is 
considered by some to be the extension of that redemption 
to Judea and Samaria. The settlers on the West Bank, it is 
believed, are today's Zionists in the fullest sense, more so 
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even than those who continue to settle on hitherto untilled 
land within the pre-1967 boundaries. It is this concept of 
contemporary Zionism that is propounded especially in 
the Israeli religious school system. *“ 

The identity Jew in Israel is yet more equivocal than 
either Israeli or Zionist. Israel’s Law of Return defines a 
Jew for purposes of state as "someone born of a Jewish 
mother or converted to Judaism and who belongs to no 
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other religion. But this compromise definition 5 
wholly acceptable to very few. Orthodox Jews complain 
of its failure to specify that conversions must be in accor- 
dance with Jewish law. Liberals find birth to a Jewish 
mother an insufficiently broad criterion. And some secular 
Israelis reject any religious definition of Jewishness on 
principle. At best, the law provides a modus operandi, 
certainly not a basis for Jewish identity. 

The determination of what Jewishness means for the 
Israeli requires distinguishing sharply between religious 
and secular Jews. As repeated studies have shown, it is the 
religious Israelis who feel the most Jewish, since Jewish- 
ness to them represents more than just an ethnic identity. 
Their fundamental worldview 1s determined by the Jewish 
religion. Not surprisingly, they feel close to Jews in the 
Diaspora, since they share the same religious commit- 
ment. Jewishness for secular Israelis, by contrast, evokes 
ambivalence. Zionism, after all, was a revolt against the 
Jewishness that the early Zionists criticized so severely 
both in eastern and western Europe. It was supposed to 
transcend Jewish passivity on the one hand and the trun- 
cated modern religious identity produced by enlighten- 
ment on the other. For some secular Israelis, Zionist and 
then Israeli identity are still seen as post-Jewish. One sur- 
vey, taken in the midsixties, found that the majority of 
Israeli students in secular schools felt that being Jewish was 


73 


X 


of little or no importance in their lives.” Close to one- 
third, if they were to live abroad, would not wish to have 
been born Jews. As one student put it: "Jewish religion has 
no meaning for me. In Israel where all are Jews I don't 
mind also being a Jew. But outside of Israel—why be a 
Jew?" ^? The nature of Jewish existence outside the state, 
admitted a former Israeli minister of education, 1s beyond 
the perspective of the native-born Israeli.^* Israeh Jews 
have had great difficulty identifying with their counter- 
parts in the Diaspora. They have seen them as essentially 
different from themselves. Remarkably, almost one-third 
of Israeli parents and students in one survey actually be- 
lieved that the main cause of antisemitism lies in the char- 
acteristics of Diaspora Jews themselves. ^? About 50 per- 
cent of students surveyed saw Diaspora Jews as a “‘dif- 
ferent people.” The differences have been especially 
marked for Atro-Asian Jews, who are ethnically the most 
distant from the largest Diaspora community in the 
United States. ^' 

With regard to their own self-definition, Israeli secular- 
ists also have problems with a Jewish identity that is rep- 
resented by those who seek to expand the influence of 
religion in public life. They find themselves at one and the 
same time Jews in an ethnic sense and opponents of Jews 
in "a more complete sense,’’ whose efforts to Judaize the 
state on the basis of Jewish law they firmly reject. They 
can appreciate the value of the Jewish religion in shoring 
up the sense of peoplehood in the Diaspora, but that task 
Is not required in the state of Israel.” Yet at the same 
time—but apparently in a non-halakhic sense—nearly all 
Israelis feel that Israel must somehow be a “Jewish 


392 


- 


state, ^^ and in recent years feelings of Jewish identifica- 
aon have been more closely linked to religion even among 


Jews on the secular side of the Israeli spectrum. ° 
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It has been widely observed that the Jewish identity of 
Israelis increases in salience at times when they feel most 
isolated from other nations. This was evident both in 1967 
and in 1973, when it seemed that only the Jewish Diaspora 
was Israel's wholehearted ally. It may also be that the feel- 
ing of vulnerability experienced before the outbreak of the 
Six-Day War and in the first days of the Yom Kippur 
conflict served to diminish the sense of Israeli difference 
from Jewries elsewhere. Jewish existence in Israel now 
seemed no less beleaguered than it had been through the 
centuries in the Diaspora. Israelis began to speak of the 
danger of a second Holocaust. The Six-Day War was sig- 
nificant for Jewish identity in Israel also in a second sense. 
Even secular Israelis experienced a quasi-religious sense of 
salvation when fear turned to triumph and holy places, 
long in Arab hands, became once more accessible to Israeli 
Jews.’ The religious-secular dichotomy was temporarily 
bridged. 

Since 1967 there has been a pronounced tendency on the 
part of both Orthodox and secular Jews in Israel to asso- 
ciate Jewishness with the struggle against the Arabs. As 
one leader of messianist Orthodoxy put it: "Since I believe 
in segulah [Jewish chosenness], I consider a man undergo- 
ing a test of fire on the Golan Heights or in the Sinai a Jew 
in the fullest sense of the word, even if he has never been 
exposed to formal Torah education. ^^ While most Israeli 
Jews still set the term Jew 1n opposition to the term gentile, 
an increasing number set it against Arab instead. ^? Some 
nonreligious Sephardi Jews wear a skullcap—the mark of 
an Orthodox Jew—lest their Mediterranean appearance 
lead someone to assume they are Arabs. 

Increasingly also, Jewishness 1n Israel has come to mean 
not only the belief that Israel should be a Jewish state, but 
insistence upon the sanctity of the land and the consequent 
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unwillingness to compromise possession of any of its parts 
for the sake of a political goal. The expansion of Israel 5 
deemed to be God's will. To the Israeli mind in general, 
Judaism is associated with an intense particularism that 
values the Jews above others. Thus although not all the 
Orthodox support retention of Judea and Samaria at any 
price, Jewishness becomes for Israeli liberals to some de- 
gree a negative identity on account of its association with 
messianic politics. Jewishness and liberalism appear to be 
in conflict; a political liberal in Israel who stresses his Jew- 
ishness is a relatively rare phenomenon. 

There is still one other sense ın which Jewishness 5 
problematic for some Israelis: one can be a Jew either in 
Israel or in the Diaspora. But one can be an Israeli only in 
Israel. With statistics to 1989 showing that more Jews leave 
Israel permanently than migrate there from the Diaspora, 
concerned Israelis have increasingly stressed the higher 
virtue of "Israeliness" and emphasized the negative char- 
acter of Jewishness in the Diaspora. Only exclusive edu- 
cation in the Israeli identity can prevent emigration. No 
one has put this more strongly than the prominent Israeli 
writer A. B. Yehoshua. In a newspaper interview he said: 


The continuous use of these two concepts [Israeliness and 
Jewishness| simultaneously already creates in every child the 
first notion of emigration from Israel. If you are also a Jew, 
apart from your Israeliness, then anytime— when you feel 
like it or when you're in trouble—you can join the Jewish life 
of the Diaspora. Every six-year-old child has already received 
from his kindergarten teacher the formula for his yeridah |em- 
igration|. She can shout all she wants to about love of the land 
of Israel. But at the same time she 1s also telling him: "Look 
what a marvellous people you belong to, a people that sur- 
vived in the Diaspora for two thousand years and preserved 
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its full identity.” If so, the child says to himself, then I'll go to 
Los Angeles too and survive there, and I’ll even receive a 
medal from Jewish history.“ 


The old Zionist doctrine of shelilat ha-golah (negation of 
the Diaspora) regained prominence in the wake of demo- 
graphic forecasts that, until the very recent surge of Jewish 
immigrants from the Soviet Union, predicted a diminu- 
tion in the ratio of Jews to Arabs. 

Yet praise of Israeliness and derogation of Diaspora 
Jewishness have not stemmed the tide of emigration. Lack 
of precise statistical data makes it difficult to determine the 
exact number of Israelis who have chosen to live perma- 
nently in America. Figures range from a low of 100,000 to 
over half a million.^? Similarly to previous Jewish immi- 
grations to the United States, once the process has begun, 
it tends to increase in momentum as more prospective 
immigrants have family members and neighbors already 
absorbed in the new society and able to assist them in 
acclimatizing to the new surroundings. Younger people, 
having established themselves economically, bring over 
their parents to join them. 

Israeli yordim,*° as they are called, suffer an identity con- 
flict without precedent in modern Jewish history. Indoc- 
trinated in the high value of life in the Jewish homeland, 
identifying primarily as Israelis, they do not quite know 
what they are once they no longer live in Israel. Some 
actually persuade themselves that America represents the 
values that their land of origin has abandoned and that 
some day they will bring back to Israel for the sake of its 
spiritual revival." But more commonly they simply re- 
gard their sojourn in the United States as temporary. Even 
after years abroad, they continue to believe that they will 
return to Israel. They are only studying in America or 
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engaging in an interesting adventure or building up capital 
to live more comfortably in Israel.?" 

The yordim are left with no appropriate or acceptable 
identity. Most find themselves psychologically incapable 
of adopting the label “Diaspora Jew." Instead, they cling 
tenaciously to the earlier self-designation of Israeli. And 
yet, as time passes, they are not really Israelis any more 
either. Or to put it differently, their selt-credibility as Is- 
raelis melts away further with each succeeding year 
abroad. To see themselves as Diaspora Jews 1s particularly 
difficult for the secularists among them since that repre- 
sents adoption of an identity they have been taught to 
reject as religious and, at least partially, as opposed to 
being an Israeli. To see themselves as Zionists would be 
truly absurd. Zionists in contemporary America are Jews 
who give money to Israel but, in most instances, have little 
direct personal connection with it. 

Despite well-intentioned efforts by local Jewish com- 
munities, emigrant Israelis have resisted attempts to ab- 
sorb them within American Jewry. This has been espe- 
cially true for the secularists, who see the synagogue, so 
central an institution of Jewish identity in the Diaspora, on 
the Israeli model—as strictly a place of worship, which a 
secular Israeli visits either not at all or only casually on the 
high holy days. The liberal synagogue 15 wholly strange to 
nearly all of them. Israel-oriented community institutions 
are even more problematic than the synagogue. Raising 
money for Israel is so clearly a mark of Diaspora Judaism 
that for a yored to do so would mean symbolically moving 
to the other side of the table. Hence Israelis in America 
speak of having done their share by serving in the Israeli 
army or insist that when they return they will invest their 
hard-earned funds directly in the Israeli economy. Even 
the thought of sending their children to a Jewish school 
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raises ambivalence. Fewer Israelis in America than Amer- 
ican Jews do so.?? For a small number, the tensions inher- 
ent in this situation have produced a mild form of self- 
hatred, most frequently manifest in the attribution of 
negative motives to other yordim—from whom the indi- 
vidual sharply differentiates himself.*° 

What remains for emigrants from Israel are memories of 
the past and anxiety about the future. They come together 
in America to sing the old songs with which they grew up 
or to see an Israeli film that reconnects them with the land. 
But their children rapidly become Americans. In an irony 
of Jewish history some of them become ashamed of their 
foreign-sounding Israeli names. One father expressed the 
dilemma poignantly: "Assuming that I stay on here, what 
wil happen to my son? I won't go to synagogue! At most 
[ll tell him stories about my home in the country I left and 
take him to sing the songs we sang in our youth move- 
ments. I am an Israeli, I cannot become a Jew.” 4 


f the yordim 1n the United States are an embarrassment 

to themselves, they are so no less to American Jewry. 
For the notion that Jews should want to leave Israel flies in 
the face of American Jews’ identification with Israel as an 
ideal of their own identity. It has been frequently pointed 
out that nothing so unifies Diaspora Jews as their com- 
mitment to Israel. It is for them not merely a place where 
fellow Jews dwell who are in need of their assistance. It 1s 
for many at least potentially what Ahad Ha-Am intended 
it to be: the center of Jewish life, and beyond that the 
center of gravity for their own Jewishness. In one survey, 
83 percent of American Jews responded that if Israel were 
destroyed, they would feel as if they had suffered one of 
the greatest personal tragedies of their lives.“ Even for 
Soviet Jewry, despite many years of official propaganda 
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against the Jewish state, Israel has served as the beacon for 
its limited Jewish and Hebraic revival. Avidly reading the 
daily newspapers for news of Israel, Diaspora Jews all over 
the world vicariously live through its military victories 
and take pride in its cultural and scientific achievements; 
they feel personally grieved by its tragedies and frustrated 
at consideration of its manifold and intractable problems. 
They are intent on retaining their special relationship to 
the state of Israel although that relationship, more than 
religious difference, marks them off from non-Jews and, 
especially in recent years, has often been a spur to anti- 
semitism. 

To be sure, Jewish identity ın the Diaspora 1s still to a 
very high degree conceived in religious terms. Most Jews 
in the United States who are serious about their Jewishness 
Join a synagogue belonging to one of the four American 
Jewish denominations. However, only an inner core of 
such affiliated Jews 1s religious in more than a peripheral 
sense. What draws them to the synagogue 15 largely the 
desire for ethnic identification, or, in the language of social 
psychology, to sacralize their identity.*^ They are con- 
cerned for Jewish survival and believe that religion 15 an 
important vehicle for ensuring it. Aside from the high 
holy days, they gather in synagogues in large numbers 
only when a family member or friend celebrates that ritual 
of Jewish continuity and survival which is the Bar or Bat 
Mitzvah ceremony. Those assembled rejoice that another 
link has been forged in the chain.** As the Torah scroll is 
passed from grandparent to parent to child,*? symbolic 
testimony to the continuity of Jewish identity is rendered 
in the midst of the community. A highlight of the cere- 
mony 15 the traditional blessing that thanks God for hav- 
ing "kept us alive and sustained us and enabled us to reach 
this day.” 
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Never in modern times have Jews in the West been 
more committed to Jewish peoplehood. And most of 
them see Israel as its chief embodiment. If the United 
States continues to affirm cultural pluralism, as it has in 
recent years, then it would seem likely that for American 
Jewry the ethnic form of Jewish identity (embracing reli- 
gion to varying degrees) will become even more charac- 
teristic. However, two factors militate against that result. 

The first 1s the gap in culture, values, and religion that 
separates Israeli and Diaspora Jews. For most American 
and European Jews it is especially difficult to find common 
ground with the Israelis of Afro-Asian background, who 
represent an increasing majority of Israel’s Jewish popula- 
tion. Already thirty years ago a young American Jew 
studying in Israel put it succinctly: "Toward Israel, I feel 
‘we’; toward Israelis, ‘they.’ "49 More recently, some (but 
by no means all) Diaspora Jews have become disenchanted 
with Israel's policies in the areas of politics and religion. In 
response to the rightward drift of Israeli governments and 
the undiminished influence of the Orthodox parties, un- 
sympathetic Diaspora Jews have felt a growing sense of 
alienation. Surveys taken during the last decade indicate 
that, except for the Orthodox, American Jewry’s attach- 
ment to Israel has declined. Especially 15 this true among 
Reform Jews and, more generally, in the younger gen- 
eration.*’ If differences regarding values continue to 
widen between segments of Israeli and Diaspora Jewries, 
they may seriously damage the sense of common identity. 

The second factor militating against ethnic unity 1s the 
phenomenon of "Jews by Choice." Especially in Retorm 
and Conservative congregations in the United States the 
number of converts to Judaism has reached proportions 
where their influence 15 no longer neghgible. As has often 
been pointed out, Jews by Choice tend to understand Jew- 
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ishness in terms parallel with Christianity. They see them- 
selves as leaving one faith community for the sake of an- 
other. Judaism for them is a religion pure and simple.*" 
They have difficulty in internalizing the profound emo- 
tional tie that binds Jews to one another. Few see them- 
selves as taking on Jewish peoplehood, in addition to the 
Jewish faith.“ Ironically, Jews by Choice sometimes 
marry born Jews whose Jewishness 1s peripheral and who 
may even be trying to escape from it. What their marriage 
partners usually do possess, though, 15 some vestige of 
ethnic attachment. The Jew by Choice has as much diffi- 
culty understanding that residue as the born Jew does 
comprehending many a convert’s extraordinary serious- 
ness about the Jewish religion. 


hus Jewish peoplehood seems today a more fragile 

basis of modern Jewish identity than it was two de- 
cades ago, when Jews everywhere basked in the seemingly 
miraculous salvation wrought by the Six-Day War. Ten- 
sions and differences between Israel and the Diaspora and 
the changing nature of Diaspora Jewry are working to 
loosen the bonds of solidarity. Still, the sense of people- 
hood remains stronger than any other foundation of com- 
mon Jewishness. Despite differences, Zion has retained its 
influence as the most powerful symbol of Jewish unity and 
common destiny. 


Conclusion 
Af 


Ihe Present State 
of Jewish Identity 


EWISH IDENTITY today continues to lie within the 

fields of force represented by enlightenment, antisemi- 
tism, and Zion. Only a minute portion of world Jewry 
lives in a situation of such complete self-segregation as to 
remain impervious to the influences that induce broader 
identifications. Nearly all contemporary Jews feel they are 
Jews and at the same time something not specifically Jew- 
ish as well. For some, Jewishness remains their principal 
orientation in life, the center of their being. These are 
mostly the serious religious Jews, of whatever specific de- 
nomination, who continue to believe in some sense of 
Jewish chosenness and special destiny. For others, enlight- 
enment has drawn them almost entirely outside their Jew- 
ish identity. Reason and universalism have worn away 
their particular loyalty to Jews and Judaism. Some are ba- 
sically universalists; others have substituted new particu- 
larisms for old. Most actively identifying modern Jews, 
however, have in one fashion or another absorbed the 
influence of enlightenment. They argue that their Jewish- 
ness has nothing to fear from new discoveries of science or 
widening cultural horizons and that their universal com- 
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mitments do not interfere with their Jewish ones. To a 
ereater or lesser extent, they have succeeded in neutraliz- 
ing the erosive influence that enlightenment exercised in 
the initial stages of modernization. 

Although antisemitism has declined since World War II, 
it continues to play a major role in determining Jewish 
identity. Even in countries where antisemitism 15 least se- 
vere, like the United States, Jews nonetheless beheve they 
are potentially endangered. Jewish defense organizations 
flourish and expand their activities. Supporting them 
serves as a means of Jewish identification in the present as 
it has in the past. Since Jews in Israel see their protection of 
Diaspora Jews as a basic component of the relations be- 
tween them, the presence of discrimination or persecution 
in the Soviet Union, Ethiopia, or Syria has also served to 
energize the Israeli sense of ethnic responsibility. Fortu- 
nately, the extreme manifestations of reaction to antisemi- 
tism are apparently declining, at least in the West. Oppor- 
tunistic apostasy has diminished greatly as has Jewish selt- 
hate. Antisemitism has become most important for Jewish 
identity not as a force operative in contemporary society 
but as the memory of the Holocaust. The intense con- 
sciousness of that event is felt as a particular imperative to 
preserve Jewishness and as a universal task—based on the 
Jews’ having been singled out—to prevent anything re- 
sembling a Holocaust in the future. 

It is, however, the sense of Jewish peoplehood that rep- 
resents the strongest component of Jewish identity today. 
Although, as noted earlier, Jews by Choice tend to under- 
stand Jewishness principally as denominational, most re- 
ligious Jews link Judaism closely to Jewishness. Their 
synagogue activities are ways of expressing ethnicity. At- 
tending religious services is something Jews do as mem- 
bers of the Jewish people. Because the ties of peoplehood 
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remain strong, tensions between Diaspora Jews and Israeli 
Jews will not quickly dissolve their shared sense of soli- 
darity. Although it is possible that deeper dissent from 
Israeli policies may lead increasing numbers of Diaspora 
Jews to apathy, the same differences may also serve to 
create more apparent multiple communities of identifica- 
tion that span the Israel-Diaspora divide. Those Israeli 
Jews and Diaspora Jews who agree on matters of religion 
or Israeli political policies would build a sense of moral 
community based on their common values, either more 
particularist or more universalist. 

Whatever the outcome, whatever forms Jewish identity 
may take in the near or long term, to be a Jew vigorously 
in the modern world will continue to mean confronting 
new external enticements, sorting them out, and seeking 
to integrate those that do not contradict the fundamental 
principles of the Jewish tradition. It will also continue to 
mean coping with hostility in such a way as to prevent it 
from misshaping Jewishness either through the internal- 
ization of negative stereotypes or through allowing mem- 
ory of persecutions past and fear of persecutions in the 
future to become the exclusive, cheerless content of Juda- 
ism. Mostly, I trust, Jewishness will focus in the future, as 
in the past, on Zion. For Zion not only represents Jewish 
origins and Jewish unity. It 1s also the symbol of that 
Redemption which orients Jewish identity to its highest 
goal and gives it intrinsic meaning. 


85 


0 "wm 0 0 E mE B 0 
a 
a 7 mE E 
2 ! : i 
" 0 الا‎ 
0 ش‎ B i-e 7 © m mE B i" E 
” ~i c "L4 1 E ET E 2 1 ET 


H l ا‎ E 1 NC ش‎ IX i | ا‎ 0 E * 
e A "S m 
m 


duas * 9 Be 
"3 
IA 


mE 


a m TO 
—_ A bi 4 e im. 9 0 MM 


| 0 


mE 


Notes 


Af 


Introduction: The Elusive Character 
of Jewish Identity 


I. Martin Buber, "The Jew in the World," in Israel and the 
World (New York: Schocken Books, 1963), 167-72 (address de- 
livered at the Lehrhaus in Frankfurt am Main in 1934). 

2. Sigmund Freud, “On Being of the B’nai B'rith,” Com- 
mentary, March 1946, 23; Erik H. Erikson, Identity and the Life 
Cycle (New York: W. W. Norton, 1980), 109. Enkson prefers 
to translate Heimlichkeit as "secret familiarity”; see his Childhood 
and Society (New York: W. W. Norton, 1950), 241. 

3. See especially Philip Gleason, “Identifying Identity: A Se- 
mantic History,” Journal of American History 69 (1983): 910-31. 
In 1986 Carl N. Degler suggested in his presidential address to 
the American Historical Association that the presentation of 
American history should increasingly be shaped around the 
question, What does it mean to be an American? (American His- 
torical Review 92 [1987]: 2). Jürgen Habermas put the problem of 
collective identity into a universal philosophical and political 
framework in his “On Social Identity,” Telos 19 (Spring 1974): 
91—103. And various historical studies over the last two decades 
have explored the complex and uneven emergence of national 
identities. See, for example, Eugen Weber, Peasants into French- 
men: The Modernization of Rural France, 1870—1914 (Stantord, 
Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1976), and John A. Arm- 
strong, Nations before Nationalism (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1982). 

4. Erik H. Erikson, Identity: Youth and Crisis (New York: 
W. W. Norton, 1968), 9. 

$. Ibid., 159. 


87 


A 


6. The term is from Uriel Tal, "Jewish Identity” (in He- 
brew), Ha-Arets, 12 October 1986, 11 

7. Leon Festinger, A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance (Stan- 
ford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1962). 

8. Erikson's language in his Childhood and Society, 270. 

9. I have here slightly modified the categorization presented 
by Michael Oppenheim in his “A ‘Fieldguide’ to the Study of 
Modern Jewish Identity,” Jewish Social Studies 46 (1984): 215—30. 

10. Much work of this type has been done in recent years by 
Simon N. Herman. See his Israelis and Jews: The Continuity of 
an Identity (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1971) and 
his Jewish Identity: A Social Psychological Perspective (Beverly 
Hills: Sage Publications, 1977). See also Arnold Dashefsky and 
Howard M. Shapiro, Ethnic Identification among American Jews: 
Socialization and Social Structure (Lexington, Mass.: Lexington 
Books, 1974); Arnold Dashefsky, ed., Ethnic Identity in Society 
(Chicago: Rand McNally, 1976); Marshall Sklare and Joseph 
Greenblum, Jewish Identity on the Suburban Frontier: A Study of 
Group Survival in the Open Society, 2d ed. (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1979); and Steven M. Cohen, American Mo- 
dernity and Jewish Identity (New York: Tavistock, 1983). Harold 
S. Himmelfarb presents a survey of theoretical and field studies 
relating to American Jewry in his "Research on American Jewish 
Identity and Identification: Progress, Pitfalls, and Prospects,” in 
Marshall Sklare, ed., Understanding American Jewry (New Bruns- 
wick: Transaction Books, 1982), 56—95. 

11. See, for example, the series of papers published by the 
American Jewish Committee during the 1970s entitled. Jewish 
Education and Jewish Identity. See also Jacob Neusner, Stranger at 
Home: “The Holocaust," Zionism, and American Judaism (Chi- 
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1981). 

12. It might be argued that the Jewish religion is likewise a 
force determining Jewish identity. While obviously a very large 
proportion of modern Jews define their Jewish identity at least 
partially in religious terms, I understand the Jewish religion in 
the modern world to be an element of continuity, a given that 
reacts to external forces and 1s sometimes altered by them but is 


S5 


Notes 


not itself an impinging force. Thus Judaism during the last two 
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What an amazing name is the name "Jew"! It has in its power 
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a horror to every gentile. He will eat with you, converse and do 
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Broad in scope and relevant to contemporary 
concerns, Jewish Identity in the Modern World 
should have wide appeal. At the same time, 
its overall conception 1s without precedent and 
should therefore stir serious discussion among 


professional students of modern Jewish history. 
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